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Mr Cash, West Ryde  
2007 
C-type photograph 
10 x 15 cm 
 
p. 341  
David Watson 
Maxine  
2007 
Digital photograph 
 
 
 
15|Dundas 
 
p. 344  
Elsie Isabella Russell-Hodsdon 
Untitled 
1939 
Watercolour 
31 x 38.5 cm  
 
p. 345  
Ken Watson  
The Outlaws (l to r: John Elliott, Barry Searle, David Watson, Gordon Douglas, Kingsley Searle) at home in 
Dundas 
1968  
Kodachrome 35 mm transparency 
 
p. 346  
Denise Corrigan 
David Watson at 198 Marsden Road  
December 2007 
C-type photograph 
15 x 10 cm 
 
p. 347  
David Watson  
Ken Watson, ‘Crying Man’, hand-drawn in condensation on the dining-room window  
2008 
C-type photograph 
10 x 15 cm 
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p. 349  
John Saunders 
Brush Farm House, prior to refurbishment (detail) 
1992 
Photoprint, col. 
12 x 18 cm 
 
p. 349  
Unknown artist 
Gregory Blaxland Esq., formerly of Brush Farm (detail) 
Undated 
Pencil drawing  
21 x 16.8 cm  
 
p. 350  
David Watson 
Definotype #18 [Brush Park] 
2011 
Ink jet print on glass 
20.8 x 27.8 cm 
 
p. 351  
David Watson  
Family  
2008 
Lambda prints behind perspex 
20 x 28 cm, 16 x 28 cm, 26 x 26 cm, 21 x 29 cm 
 
p. 352  
David Watson 
David Watson: Walking With Cars [Tanker]  
Installation view, Brush Farm House, November 2008 
C-type photograph 
10 x 15 cm 
 
p. 352  
David Watson 
David Watson: Walking With Cars [513 Pre-Paid and Bullet] 
Installation view, Brush Farm House, November 2008 
C-type photograph 
10 x 15 cm 
 
p. 353  
David Watson  
Stationery Boat 
2008 
Pure pigment print on archival art paper  
44 x 72 cm 
 
p. 354  
David Watson  
Tanker  
2008 
Pure pigment print on archival art paper  
72 x 51 cm 
 
p. 355  
Les Strzelecki 
David and Ken Watson at Brush Farm House  
November 2008 
Digital photograph 
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p. 356  
David Watson  
Garage  
2008 
C-type photograph 
10 x 15 cm 
 
 
 
16|Swimming Home 
 
p. 358  
George Evatt  
David Watson: swimming home, Kissing Point  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 359  
David Watson  
Proposed swim from Ermington to Rozelle 
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 360  
David Watson 
Paintings by Fish  
2007 
C-type photograph 
10 x 15 cm 
 
p. 361  
David Watson  
Fish of Dawn Fraser Baths [drawn in the dark]  
2010 
Pencil and biro on paper 
35 x 26 cm 
 
p. 362  
Sydney Harbour Tide Chart, March-June 2011 
From NSW Maritime’s ‘NSW Tides 2010-2011’ 
Printed brochure 
21 x 29.7 cm (open) 
 
p. 363  
Dawny’s Cockatoo Challenge – 2.5 km – now an annual event 
Google Earth 
Digital photograph  
 
p. 364  
David Watson: swimming home  
Printed invitation  
April 2011 
14.8 x 21 cm 
 
p. 365  
Frederick Garling  
Near Pennant Hills Wharf – Parramatta River – My House  
1854  
Watercolour 
14.3 x 21.1 cm 
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p. 365  
David Watson 
Definotype #14 [Parramatta River] 
2011 
Ink jet print on glass 
20.8 x 27.8 cm 
 
p. 366  
David Blackwell 
David Watson: swimming home, Ermington  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 367  
‘Shark Spots’  
Front cover graphic (Inner West Courier, 24 February 2011) 
 
p. 368  
David Blackwell  
David Watson: swimming home, Melrose Park  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 369  
George Evatt 
David Watson: swimming home, Gladesville  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 370  
Henry Wake 
Fruitboat ‘Surprise’ at Ermington Wharf  
1888  
Black and white photograph 
 
p. 371  
Denise Corrigan 
David Watson: swimming home, Ermington  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 371  
David Watson 
Canoe  
2008 
Pure pigment print on archival art paper 
38 x 72 cm 
 
p. 372  
David Watson 
Crow, upper Parramatta River  
2010 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 372  
David Blackwell  
David Watson: swimming home, Ermington  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 373  
George Evatt 
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David Watson: swimming home, Rhodes  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 373  
Aladdin Watson 
David Watson: swimming home, Meadowbank  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 374  
Broadhurst & Co.  
Mortlake Gasworks  
c. 1910  
Hand-coloured black and white photograph 
 
p. 374  
David Blackwell  
David Watson: swimming home, Mortlake  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 374  
Unknown photographer 
Thomas Walker Estate (then Concord Convalescent Home)  
Digital photograph 
 
p. 375  
David Blackwell  
David Watson: swimming home, Rhodes  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 376  
David Watson 
Self-portrait, Tennyson  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 377  
David Watson  
Ken and Pat Smyth, Raven Point  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 377  
Pat Smyth  
Glades Bay (detail) 
1995 
Oil on canvas 
40 x 60 cm 
 
p. 378  
Esmé Hopkins  
Kissing Point, Parramatta River 1788  
1988 
Gouache  
120 x 75 cm 
 
p. 379  
Anne Ferran  
David Watson: swimming home, Drummoyne  
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2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 380  
George Evatt  
David Watson: swimming home, Rozelle  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 381  
David Blackwell  
David Watson: swimming home, Rozelle  
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 382  
Bronwen Campbell, for Callan Park Bushcare  
2011 
Inkjet prints on card 
29.7 x 21 cm  
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p. 384  
Kenzee Patterson 
White guy 
2011 
CCA-treated spotted gum, retro reflectors, galvanised clouts and cap 
179 x 21 cm  
 
p. 386  
Halinka Orszulok 
Ladies  
2010 
Oil on canvas 
75 x 105 cm 
 
p. 388  
David Watson 
Shovel 
2010 
Scanned and hand-cut inkjet print of watercolour painting, 29.5 x 27.5 cm 
 
pp 389-90  
Damage from Rex Hazlewood’s glass-plate negatives, isolated via Photoshop 
2011 
Digital photographs (5) 
 
p. 391  
David Watson 
Definotype #15 [Ryde] 
2011 
Colour inkjet print on glass 
20.8 x 27.8 cm 
 
p. 392  
David Watson 
Definotype #7 [Eastwood] 
2011 
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Colour inkjet print on glass 
20.8 x 27.8 cm 
 
p. 393  
David Watson 
Wild Ryde|swimming home installation, Sydney College of the Arts  
2011  
Digital photograph 
 
p. 394  
David Watson 
Wild Ryde|swimming home (detail) 
2011 
Digital photograph 
 
p. 395  
David Watson 
Definotype #12 [Denistone] 
2011 
Colour inkjet print on glass 
20.8 x 27.8 cm 
 
p. 397  
David Watson 
Doorbell, Marist Sisters [Haberfield] 
2006 
C-type photograph 
10 x 15 cm 
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Summary 
 
 
Studio Work 
 
 
In exploring notions of home and seeking more meaningful connection to 
‘country’ I walked across suburban Sydney (Rozelle to Dundas in 19 instalments, 
2005-07) and later swam home down the Parramatta River (2011). I created and 
exhibited two bodies of photomedia-based work which sought to honour both the 
experience and the research gleanings of this immersive, personally and 
historically layered, contemporary pilgrimage. 
 
David Watson: Walking With Cars 
Brush Farm House, Eastwood 
22 – 30 November 2008 
12pp colour catalogue with an essay by Anne Ferran 
18 colour photographs (some created from detritus collected and later scanned, 
several collaged and laser cut) + one photo-frame displaying eight images.  
 
Wild Ryde|swimming home 
Sydney College of the Arts 
7 – 14 December 2011 
Eighteen inkjet prints on glass presented on two lightboxes. Looped seven-
minute video projection with soundtrack. 42 crushed bottlecaps displayed in 
seven plastic take-away food containers on an illuminated shelf. 
2pp colour catalogue 
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Abstract 
 
In 2007 I completed a meandering two-year pilgrimage on foot across Sydney, 
from my home in urban Rozelle to suburban Dundas, where I grew up. In 2011 I 
swam home. Discombobulated and increasingly remote from the local at a time 
of ever-faster global connectivity, I had felt the need to re-acquaint myself with 
my ‘country’, the seemingly bland ‘relaxed and comfortable’ mortgage-belt 
municipalities of the Parramatta River corridor. Walking west from the city via 
Victoria Road I immersed myself in a suburbia laced with three generations of my 
family, seeking out strands of lost and lesser-known cultural fabric. Whilst 
acknowledging the flâneur and the work of more recent walking artists, my path 
echoed increasingly with antipodean walking traditions: those of aboriginal 
people, early settlers, artists and swagmen. At the core of my journey lay a quest 
for memories I felt that I should, but did not, possess. This latency, which also 
has infused my photo-based studio work, is pursued, teased out and examined in 
the chapters which follow. In the midst of a golden age of plenitude here in the 
South (when most of us lack only time) I have demonstrated, to myself at least, 
that by slowing to a walking pace and immersing oneself physically in local place, 
by following one’s nose hither and thither, it is possible to re-enchant one’s 
locale, one’s ‘country’.  
 
Wild Ryde is a municipal embroidery, an idiosyncratic local emotional history. 
Born of six years’ practice-based creative research and experimentation, the 
dissertation is my means of making home, and an artwork in its own right. 
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Introduction 
 
 
David Watson, Untitled from New South Wonderland, 2000 
 
For two decades now I have photographed and written about the memory and 
experience of my home town of Sydney, its joyous form and colour, its layered 
and eroding textures. I have become acutely aware of both the power of its 
physical setting on the fragile fringe of a vast and ancient continent and its lived, 
local idiosyncracy. At once harbourside and oceanic liminal zone, this gateway 
metropolis (my city of suburbs) seemed ripe for creative research which might 
unearth forgotten reefs, local undercurrents and absences.  
 
Wild Ryde began as a hunch, a suspicion that there were important things I did 
not appreciate, things that I needed to discover, about where I lived. The project 
evolved slowly, oyster-like, over six years. This dissertation is a contemporary 
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palimpsest of idea and image, an accretion of fact and reverie shaped via 
unorthodox field-work and research methodologies. In ‘making home’, its 
chapters explore layers and cycles – evidence of ruin, loss, beauty and recovery 
– accessing remote corners and interesting cracks. There are strata devoted to 
walking and swimming, to space and place, and to the talismanic power of 
objects. There are strands drawn from indigenous and municipal history, sinew 
and emotional ligament grafted from family, anecdote and imagery derived by 
chance occurrence. Everyday suburban journeys, unexpected meetings and 
imagined exhibitions blend physical and cultural markers of place. The often-
resonant work of poorly heralded local writers, painters and photographers is 
resuscitated. Such disparate elements, which echo too within my own 
photographic work, seek fondly to re-enliven an Australian suburbia long 
dismissed as embarrassingly dull.1  
 
 
 
David Watson, Untitled from New South Wonderland, 2000 
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Market Research   
 
Embarrassment had never darkened my suburban lobes. As a child in the 1960s 
I had door-knocked the tree-lined streets of Eastwood in search of bric-a-brac for 
an annual stall in aid of my mother’s workplace, North Rocks Blind School, and 
come to love the area’s motley complexion, its rambling yards, home-made 
aviaries, above-ground pools and rabbit hutches, its red-rooved bungalows and 
their gnarled, kindly occupants. A decade later I undertook a number of ‘people-
focused’ part-time jobs as I completed a university degree. For Smart-Time I was 
a successful trousseau-salesman. Via an expanding network of friends, relatives 
and friends of relatives’ friends, I would arrange and then visit 'parties’ of women 
in their homes with a high-quality and reasonably priced range of towels, sheets 
and doylies. Because I liked people, and chatting with them about their lives, I 
was a natural, and my order book was always full. The job got me out and about 
Sydney and I gained an early appreciation of and love for the city’s suburban 
demographic. Nondescript places like Denistone, North Ryde, and Ermington 
became charged zones as I pursued leads and seams all over the north-west 
(nurses were especially receptive to my wares). With Nanette Dykes Market 
Research I extended my reach, spending entire weekends ‘pounding the 
pavement’, conducting door-to-door interviews in suburbs as diverse as Hunters 
Hill and Granville. The interviews, which spanned products to politics, lasted 
about half-an-hour; the format gave me privileged and today perhaps 
unachievable access to people’s lives, their families, pets and domestic spaces. I 
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developed a high regard for ‘the general public’ and for the surreal everyday 
peccadilloes of oft-derided beige suburbia.  
 
This richness, however, seemed in need of nurture. Our purchase here in this 
ancient new place still felt somewhat tenuous, vulnerable; until early in the 20th 
century Australia had remained British to the core, its public edifices and 
institutions, parks and gardens echoing the order and socio-cultural richness of 
European traditions. Its cities bloomed with suburbs, streets and families with 
names of English and Scottish derivation: glance at a Sydney street directory and 
(despite the fact that the city harbours fecund indigenous history and delicate 
rock carvings)2 you might be forgiven for thinking you were on the River 
Thames… Greenwich, Woolwich, Cremorne, Abbotsford, Putney and Mortlake 
(the latter pair, which book-end the Oxford-Cambridge boat race course, once 
fulfilled a similar role here in the South).  
 
Sydney’s municipal histories, too, seemed pre-ordained, formulaic – 
unimaginative black and white affairs with little nuance – which detailed the 
glorious achievements of early local land-holders and entrepreneurs, pastors and 
be-robed aldermen, with scant acknowledgment of any aboriginal presence. 
Although ‘progress’ was broadly bugled there was no murmur of lived poetry, no 
autochthonous eccentricity, no mention of home-grown art or culture. Suburbia 
(at least as it was generally depicted) seemed yet to discern and honour the spirit 
of this very different place.  
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Pace and Place 
 
At the heart of my project lies the (not uncommon) belief that we in the West 
must temper our speed, and recognition that non-indigenous Australia’s hybrid 
cultural sediment is still ‘settling’. As environmental philosopher George Seddon 
has noted, most of our landscapes remain ‘unlimned and unsung’:    
 Australians are still learning to see where it is they live. The imaginative 
 apprehension of a continent is as much a pioneering enterprise as is 
 breaking the clod.3 
 
This thesis asserts passionately via image and word that it is time ‘progress’ and 
‘growth’ were re-defined to embrace responsible stewardship, poetry, myth and 
wonder, especially here in the Emerald City, where deep connection (to country) 
appears poorly appreciated and rarely sought, after a century’s rapacious 
development. The slow and cyclic, anti-clockwise suburban pilgrimage around 
which much of Wild Ryde’s idiosyncratic observation and argument revolves is 
itself a gentle, serendipitous critique, of haste and waste. In choosing to walk and 
to swim across Sydney unhindered, in eschewing mechanised conveyance, my 
project echoes within a broader 21st-century yearning to re-enchant, to re-
embroider and repair. My title references not only the eccentric orbits of your 
‘restless analyst’4 across the north-western Sydney municipality of Ryde in 
sandshoes, then Speedos, but more broadly Australia’s wild ride in the wake and 
thrall of modernity and, more recently, globalisation. 
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David Watson, 513 Pre-Paid, 2008 
 
To image such ‘emotional landcapes’ I needed to experiment and strike out 
beyond the photographic mainstream. Sometimes I dispensed with the camera 
entirely, choosing not to ‘take’, but rather to ‘make’ photo-impressions of my 
journey at home in the studio. I pocketed alluring, talismanic, crushed consumer 
detritus – ‘treasures’ spotted underfoot – which were later scanned, digitally 
enhanced and enlarged. The heightened colour and delineated speeding form of 
a snapped shard of mobile-phone mother-board found by the roadside (513 Pre-
Paid, above), for example, became swiftly redolent for me of the apocalyptic 
potential of 21st-century lifestyle excess. I agreed with the American author 
Rebecca Solnit: 
 THE FOUR HORSEMEN OF MY APOCALYPSE are called Efficiency, 
 Convenience, Profitability and Security, and in their names, crimes against 
 poetry, pleasure, sociability and the very largeness of life are daily, hourly, 
 constantly carried out.5  
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Later, drawing inspiration from a cache of cracked and damaged glass-plate 
negatives shot locally around 1912 by an Epping-based photographer, and 
discovered on a library database, I created a suite of Definotypes – colour 
landscapes of ‘now’ masquerading as smashed and eroding remnants of a 
vanished north-western Sydney – digitally printed onto glass.6 
 
 
David Watson, Definotype #6 [Iron Cove], 2011 
 
For time, place, memory and photography are forever eroding and coalescing 
and ‘On every new thing there lies already the shadow of annihilation.’7 ‘Nor can 
one readily say which decade or century it is, for many ages are super-imposed 
here and co-exist’, as the German author W. G. Sebald (to whom this thesis shall 
return) has observed. 8 
 
In response to so much nowadays that is pin-pointed, unequivocal, signed, 
sealed and delivered free of grey areas and rough edges (including, often, history 
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and photography themselves), in creating this thesis I have pursued oblique, 
layered, locally distinctive, personally inflected, even whimsical modes of 
assemblage. Images – of which there are many – are sometimes chosen and 
placed to resonate as texts in their own right rather than merely as illustration. 
Beside pools of traditional scholarly reflection meander anecdotes, opinionated, 
putative, playful passages and image/text conjunctions. References to literature, 
visual art and the environment are woven on occasion via intimate family 
connection. Like the contemporary English observer Alain de Botton I have 
dreamt of, and attempted at times, a kind of writing that might ‘report on the world 
while still remaining irresponsible, subjective, and a bit peculiar’.9 Without wishing 
to pigeon hole or be pigeon-holed – more intent on free-range coo-ing, and coo-
eeing – my project is probably best described as a ragged-trousered form of 
‘spatial aesthetics’, a term adopted in the new millennium by Melbourne-based 
cultural philosopher and author Nikos Papastergiadis to describe the ‘complex 
entanglements between local and global ideas of place [which] have presented 
writers and artists with new political horizons.’10  
 
Writes Papastergiadis: 
 The idea of representing a local place or reacting to political issues can no 
 longer occur in isolation from global concerns. The myth of the autonomy 
 and the exemption of the artist from everyday life has also exploded. Artists 
 are increasingly working with small communities, and exploring the 
 complex histories of visual traditions that are formed in these places. … 
 Artists now place themselves in the midst of the traffic of everyday life.11 
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A Residency on Victoria Road 
 
Having set out in late 2005 to follow the spine of Victoria Road west on foot, I 
detoured ever-more regularly, drawn often down toward the water, as my journey 
unfolded. Wild Ryde became an inquisitive and idiosyncratic odyssey across 
kerbed and guttered north-western Sydney, ‘country’ once walked and fished by 
the clans of the Wallumedegal – concrete and bitumen woven more recently with 
my own family history – an area roughly equivalent to the Municipality of Ryde.12 
 
 
David Watson’s route west on foot from Rozelle to Brush Farm (2005-07) 
and his return from Ermington to Rozelle via the Parramatta River (2011) 
The walk was completed in 19 instalments, the swim in four. 
 
In December 2007 I completed the outward leg of my contemporary pilgrimage, a 
meandering 100km walk west from my family home in urban Rozelle (two 
kilometres as the crow flies from the CBD) to the home of my frail and aging 
parents in Marsden Road, Dundas (overlooking the Blue Mountains), where I 
grew up and they had lived for over 60 years. I arrived only just in time. Once the 
dust had settled – almost four years later – I swam home down Sydney’s ‘original 
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highway’.13 At a time of intense global flow, virtual communication and 
‘continuous partial attention’,14 I had felt the need to re-acquaint myself with my 
country: the seemingly bland ‘relaxed and comfortable’ mortgage-belt suburbs of 
the Parramatta River corridor. For almost 50 years I had beetled back and forth 
along Victoria Road – one of a hundred thousand daily commuters – with barely 
a second glance at the built-up tracts through which it passed. Yet ‘home’, I 
sensed, ought to feel somehow richer, more complex, in both its past and 
possibility. Like W. G. Sebald, whose divination and weaving of nuanced traces 
of people and place is only made possible via his deep immersion in physical 
landscape,15 and historian Grace Karskens, who writes of ‘ground truthing’ in her 
quest to create a more emotional, layered history of Sydney, by walking I hoped 
that it might be possible to re-imagine, to re-invest these climes with texture and 
meaning.16  
 
Future Memories 
  
Striving to escape ‘the gravity of London’ in a predicament perhaps the reverse of 
my own (too much history?), English writer Iain Sinclair orbited the M25 on foot 
and wrote a kaleidoscopic account of his personally and politically inflected 
travels, ‘a kind of mad encyclopaedia of all the M25s secrets.’17 Looking back a 
few years later he diagnosed his walking ‘neurosis’, his ‘compulsion to be on the 
hoof’ seeking out ‘future memories’.18 I liked that phrase. By stepping out of the 
fast lane, beyond the turtle-waxed auto-carapace – the fast glass, aircon and 
GPS behind which many of us so successfully shield ourselves – I was off in 
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search of future memories, memories I didn’t yet have, but somehow knew I 
badly needed. Victoria Road became a useful metaphor for white settlement and 
the fledgling Sydney colony’s push to prosperity, its six-lane torrent and myriad 
tributaries charting the city’s exponential growth over the past century. My 
project, veering from ode to cautionary tale, became a personal, sometimes 
abstract snapshot of ‘how we’re travelling’ at a time of spiraling oil prices, and 
over-consumption. In late 2007 my municipal peregrinations traversed the litmus 
Federal seat of Bennelong. After 12 years of economic rationalism our upwardly 
mobile nation felt emptier than ever, but immersed in the cul de sacs and 
clearways of middle Australia I could sense the political plates shifting beneath 
my feet. 
 
 
David Watson, Render, 2006 
 
Rebecca Solnit sees today’s audio-visual media completing the ‘privatisation of 
everyday life that suburbs began and cars enhanced’, a triumvirate which too 
readily accommodates our retreat from social and local engagement.19 
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Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman goes further, likening many in the ‘advanced’ world 
to transient caravan-park dwellers, who pay for a site, plug in to the power, but 
have little interest in either their fellow residents or the park’s day to day 
operation, and bear no responsibility for the site once they have departed.20  
 
 
David Watson, Landfall, 2008 
 
Sydney-based cultural historian Martin Thomas dubs white Australians ‘the 
arriving ones’,21 and recognises the importance of acknowledging our nascent 
urban lived experience en route to a deeper appreciation of this ancient new 
place:  
 To consider issues as apparently mundane as what it means to live in a 
 particular house, on a street, on this hill or that, within a particular ecology, 
 can, in their minutiae, provide nuanced responses to historical questions 
 that for all of us are common ground.22 
 
As an antidote to Bauman’s disconnection and as an indicator species for 
Thomas’ pleasures too-easily passed by, the placing of one foot after the next to 
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no particular point or schedule can simply facilitate our decelerated, potentially 
thoughtful re-engagement.23 Indeed I was to find that walking with a camera in 
the moment, as if surfing on land, ever cognisant of contours and gradients, of 
unofficial short-cuts, of possibilities for turns, re-entries – or pause – enabled me 
to experience, graft and elide fact and emotion, traces of places, people, 
memories and feelings. The observant snail’s pace of my wandering bore 
witness to the speed of today’s traffic, to conundrums of the global/local, 
public/private, and the indigenous/introduced. Notwithstanding the 
unprecedented technological progress, the hyperbolic advances across our 
personal and global datascapes, I was interested in what was being lost, 
overwritten and erased, and how photography – often the culprit in framing, 
monumentalising, ordaining and sanitising history – might resuscitate and re-
mind, via personal, and idiosyncratic intervention. Channeling not only the 
surrealists but the modi operandi of contemporary writers like Sebald, Will Self, 
Iain Sinclair and Roger Deakin, my Sydney ‘biopsy’24 would cut-back, float and 
re-enter25 ‘not just through physical locations, but also through time, history and 
the sheer abstract’.26   
 
Intervention 
 
My interventions took a variety of forms. Some – such as those relating to my 
dear, aging and increasingly ailing parents – became clear only as my journey 
unfolded, evolved. To walk west away from the city with no pre-ordained 
schedule was my sole initial determination. To eschew private motorised 
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conveyance at a time of peak oil and global warming was itself, I felt, a clear 
position statement. To ignore the deadlines, meetings, even the remuneration 
customarily associated with ‘9 to 5’ urban employment, to cast aside the 
technological crutches on which so many of us leant, was particularly alluring to 
one who had worked from an office desk for the best part of three decades.  
 
‘West’ of course carried deep and sometimes ironic connection to freedom and 
opportunity, for those of us complicit by blood and/or ideology with colonisation 
both here on Australia’s eastern coast, and, more famously, in America. The sun, 
naturally, repaired to the west each evening, and as a Sydneysider I had long 
known that human renewal, too, somehow lay in that direction. For fifty years my 
father (who’d roamed Thoreau-like as a youth in the wilderness of Victoria’s 
Grampians) had dreamt, most evenings, of ‘getting away from it all’, as he sat 
with a beer gazing out across an increasingly cluttered and smoggy suburban 
sprawl to the Blue Mountains.  
 
I liked the possibilities, too, contained in the idea of negotiating the flows of 
Sydney’s major north-western artery, Victoria Road. The much-loved monarch, 
Queen Victoria, who had presided over ‘an Empire upon which the sun never set’ 
for 60 years, symbolised for me much that was good about our British heritage 
whilst also bringing to mind the fact that only weeks after her death in 1901, 
Australia had spiritedly declared itself a slightly-less obeisant Federation. A 
century later, as my walk unfolded in 19 stages over two years, it seemed 
apposite that increasingly wayward departures took me far from the spine of 
 50 
Victoria Road. Although entirely unplanned, I came to delight in both the 
symbolism and findings of these ‘detours’. Aberrant routes following my nose 
‘hither and thither’ took me to parts of the Parramatta River corridor of which I 
had little ken; a new and serendipitous, unexplained and mysterious Sydney 
suddenly lay before me.27   
 
Fuel 
 
My walks, rarely longer than a four or five kilometres per leg, were fuelled largely 
by Granny Smith apples, tomatoes and the odd home-made cheese sandwich. 
However, like Sebald, whose meandering walks across his adopted-home county 
of Norfolk were grist for the creation of The Rings of Saturn, and whose odd 
conjunctions of text and image, fact and reverie, draw often melancholic 
inspiration from all about him, my walks were immeasurably nourished and 
enriched via eclectic and unorthodox research. Some days, almost everything I 
picked up, read or watched seemed relevant. Wondering, for example, about the 
accumulating collection of crushed bottle caps and shards of suggestively 
shattered plastic I had sampled from the roadside on my walks (sometimes in 
preference to taking photographs) I found myself immersed in the work of the 
English artist Cornelia Parker, whose renowned Cold Dark Matter had involved 
blowing up and then re-constituting, re-configuring the charred and splintered 
remains of a garden shed and its contents (objects the artist had gleaned from 
her own and friends' garden sheds and car boot sales).28 Parker’s arresting 
(arrested and projected) ‘moment’ brings to mind the primal terror/beauty of 
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French artist Christian Boltanski’s haunting candle-lit sculptural installations, and 
the ambiguous closing sequence of Michelangelo Antonioni’s Zabriskie Point, in 
which a luxury desert resort, its chic furniture and domestic appliances are blown 
sky high, then lovingly montaged in close-up and slow motion for what seems like 
minutes.  
 
 
                
Cornelia Parker, Cold Dark Matter: An Exploded View, 1991 
                 
 
These were connections not generally made across our suburban history, but in 
recognising that Sydneysiders these days are amongst the world’s wealthiest 
and most materialistic inhabitants, as I dawdled west I felt impelled to inject an 
increasingly giddy range of imagery and ideas (from unsung local to fêted 
international artists and writers) into this thesis. It is my hope that such 
unorthodox intervention not only supports and enriches my own place-specific 
writing and photographic work, but also assists it to ricochet and connect with 
shared concerns globally.  
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Complexion  
 
Wild Ryde has become an artwork in its own right. Whilst it is more usual for a 
visual arts dissertation to take the form of a research document in support of an 
art practice or that of a predominantly text-driven scholarly exegesis, the 250 
images (one hundred are my own) and 50,000 words interwoven here evidence 
the immersive and evolving pursuit of art as practice-based creative research. 
The work’s transformative quality, I believe, lies in its cumulative and intricate 
layering of inquisitive research and in the novel-like, storied journey upon which 
the reader is invited to embark. Two opening chapters background the project’s 
contemporary concerns via an examination of the myriad metaphysical histories, 
strategies and advantages of walking. Then, shedding light upon its own process 
as it unfolds and mutates, the dissertation quite deliberately shifts gear, tracing a 
less conventional path.  
 
 
David Watson, Free Strips of Paper, 2011  
An intervention by person/s unknown taped to a light pole on the public  
foreshore walk near ‘Balmain Cove’ in Rozelle, August 2011.  
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Around and about an emotional ‘through line’ of a personal journey across the 
sensed textures of contemporary suburban Sydney are woven oft-unruly strands 
of historic, socio-political, environmental and aesthetic discovery. Seeking to re-
animate the everyday via the idiosyncratic ‘hoovering’ and sieving of local 
nutrient, the dissertation’s content is carefully but often loosely, associatively 
structured. Visual metaphor abounds; delight and humour are detectable. Yet 
despite many a surreal, seemingly tangential detour (the endnotes for example, 
are uncommonly dense, often a ‘meal in themselves’) substantial efforts have 
been made also to ensure that one’s eccentric, sometimes poorly resurfaced and 
bumpy ride, one’s ‘wild read’, is at once theoretically and art-historically well-
upholstered, fond, even memorably catalytic.29 
 
§ 
 
The first chapter, Walking Artists, charts and assays the walking activities and 
rationales of a range of artists and art movements. It examines the 19th-century 
evolution of the flâneur and touches upon the ideas and walking of Walter 
Benjamin. The Dadaist ‘visit’, Surrealist ‘deambulation’ and the Lettrist ‘dérive’ 
are briefly discussed, as is the later 20th-century work of the artists Richard Long, 
Hamish Fulton and Francis Alÿs.  
 
The next chapter, Walking as a Conscious Act, broadens this walking focus to 
embrace the peripatetic creativity of philosophers, poets, environmentalists, 
writers, painters, excursionists, photographers, landlopers, swagmen and 
fugueurs. The centrality of walking to everyday aboriginal life and spirituality is 
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respectfully acknowledged; walking to experience the ‘faint human warmth of 
brief encounters’ (Kierkegaard), to immerse oneself ‘lonely as a cloud’ in 
untamed landscape (Wordsworth), as a crusade for wildness (Thoreau), to break 
free of stifling academe (Le Gay Brereton), and as an immersive means via 
which to divine the psychic underlay and specificity of place in a furious late-20th 
century (Sebald, Sinclair, Murnane), are explored.  
 
Home brings the reader back to suburban Sydney, to the author’s ex-factory 
residence in Rozelle, where a range of topics germane to the thesis – the demise 
of industry, urban consolidation, family, the environment, the sustained power of 
animals, recycling and emergent pockets of local creativity – form a springboard 
for the author’s walk across Sydney.  
 
Four False Starts makes brief background mention of the work of the seminal 
Australian artists Bill Henson and Fiona Hall, whose work has powerfully 
explored, defined and skewered the suburban milieux of our cities over recent 
decades. Critiquing the limited palette deployed by municipal histories, the thesis 
argues for a more imaginative marriage of research and creativity, of fact and 
feeling, and for the idiosyncratic, storied, visual re-enchantment of suburbia.  
 
In Walking With Cars the ‘rubber meets the road’ as a two-year odyssey on foot 
across north-western Sydney commences. Local and family histories of Rozelle 
and Drummoyne intertwine; place is embroidered with, viewed via the work of 
curious and concerned local artists (Bruce Latimer, Michael Snape) and roaming 
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photographers (John Smith, Tom Lennon, Alan Waddell, Sam Calder); an 
audience with ‘Wee Jonnie’ Fowler illuminates Scottish walking traditions.  
 
Wallumetta traces a slowly unfolding journey north to ‘the other side’, across the 
Parramatta River toward the residential postcodes of contemporary Gladesville. 
A civilisation of sorts is discovered on a capacious traffic island, prompting 
rumination with regard a century-and-a-half’s municipal progress, and the object 
lessons gleanable from detritus. In evoking the swiftly evolved lifestyle and 
politics of territories once known as Blandville, a locally redolent Daguerreotype 
is discovered.  
 
Gladesville Hospital and its resonant yet largely unknowable 150-year history 
form the backdrop for Asylum. Rumination upon its imposing construct and 
psychic legacy is stirred via personal recollections, archival imagery and a locally 
redolent photomedia installation by Anne Ferran. Nearby, a seemingly 
unremarkable housing estate, a commercial gallerist and a forgotten artist from 
the 1790s light the local void. The rewards of following one’s nose, stumbling 
across things, and the inquisitive embrace of human error are extolled.  
 
Companion Animals considers the escalating societal role of feather, fur and 
fin, the poignancy of missing pets, and the seemingly unmourned decimation of 
local species. Progress and mortality emerge, more broadly, as important themes 
of the walk.  
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Looking Glass espies shards of settler history and indigenous carvings amidst 
looming harbourside real estate, pock-marked sandstone and healthy-looking 
mangroves. In the context of photography, it ponders the question ‘How can a 
place release what it knows?’ Photographic work by Anne Ferran and Garry 
Trinh, evocative of absence and memory, is discussed.  
 
Heartland unearths the imagery of several lesser-known Sydney photographers 
(Gustav Wolfers, A. E. Foster and Don McPhedran) to conjure the formative 
milieux of suburban decades past, and introduces us to the haunts of the 
forgotten but important late-19th-century Gladesvillle-based poet and bohemian 
confrère John Le Gay Brereton.  
 
In Tennyson examines the oft-neglected creative fruits of back-yard artisanry 
and makes mention of two visual artists (Jeannie Baker, Jane Gillings) who blend 
and interpret these traditions from home studios. Relevant if serendipitous 
exchanges with two other very different locals (Barry Hartland, Woollarawarre 
Bennelong) are detailed.  
 
Through diverse references to art and film (Erwin Wurm, John Brack, Paul 
Winkler, Arthur Collingridge, Ben Quilty), The Car teases out the leading role 
played by the internal combustion engine in the creation and sustenance of 
suburbia.  
 
A visit on foot to a Meadowbank once-known, today barely recognisable, is 
embroidered with references to its evaporating industry and fast-changing 
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demographic, and to painters and photographers who have lived and/or worked 
in the area (Bert Gallop, Sam Hood, Geoff Kleem, Halinka Orszulok).   
 
In Eastwood the delectable green-ness of Granny Smith is traced to a source 
beneath a carport, and Hazlewood’s Nursery is photo-archivally re-animated; in 
the process, ideas for the author’s final show germinate. The district’s vibrant 
Asian overlay, and the watershed 2007 Federal election are savoured upon foot.  
 
Dundas records the author’s arrival, after 19 walks and two years, at his parents’ 
home overlooking the Blue Mountains. Walking With Cars, a solo exhibition 
mounted at Brush Farm House in 2008 to mark this event, is discussed. 
 
swimming home records the return leg of the author’s suburban pilgrimage, a 
journey east by water down the Parramatta River, ‘the original highway’, in 2011. 
Seeking total immersion in country – the harbour and its lands – the return (for 
several years envisaged as a canoe trip) became an inquisitive four-day 14km 
over-arm odyssey with Shark Shield from Ermington to Rozelle. This aquatic 
adventure provided a usefully meditative, restorative and joyous conclusion to 
what had become, over six years, a layered and often enchanting wild ride. 
 
A Conclusion re-iterates key concerns and assesses the project’s gleanings. 
The gestation of the author’s photomedia work and its immersive audio-visual 
exhibition at Sydney College of the Arts in December 2011, is detailed. 
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1 An exemplar of this disdain is the fictional suburb ‘Barranugli’, which features in several of 
Patrick White’s novels of the 1960s. White lived for many years in the (then semi-rural) north-
western Sydney suburb of Castle Hill. 
2 ‘When the Europeans landed in the Sydney region, writes Aboriginal activist and elder Burnum 
Burnum, “they landed in the middle of a huge art gallery”.’ Grace Karskens, The Colony: A History 
of Early Sydney (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 2009), 32.  
3 George Seddon, Landprints: Reflections on Place and Landscape (Cambridge: Press Syndicate 
of the University of Cambridge, 1997), 71. 
4 The term is deployed by the American author Henry James, who, on returning to his native New 
York at the turn of the 19th century after 20 years abroad, observed the gilded, vulgar, materialist 
society which had flourished there in his absence. Henry James, The American Scene (London: 
Rupert Hart-Davis, 1968), 33. Originally published 1907. 
5 Rebecca Solnit, ‘Finding Time’, in Orion Magazine, September/October 2007. 
http://www.orionmagazine.org/index.php/articles/article/346/ (accessed 28 August 2009). 
6 I coined the term Definotypes in homage to a variety of 19th-century photographic processes  
(e.g. Daguerreotype, Talbotype, Ambrotype), and also in simple acknowledgement to the Sydney 
firm Definitive Group, whose new glass-printing process I availed myself of in late 2011. 
7 W. G. Sebald, The Rings of Saturn (London: Harvill Press, 1998), 23-24. 
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Press, 2006), 5. 
11 Ibid., 3-4. 
12 Derived from Ryde on the Isle of Wight, the birthplace of both the area’s first postmaster and its 
Anglican minister’s wife.   
13 As part of Sydney Harbour, which it is adjudged nominally nowadays to join at Yuralbin (once 
Long Nose Point) in Birchgrove, the Parramatta River had for millennia carried the craft of 
indigenous people. After white settlement the river became a crucial link between the fledgling 
colony and Parramatta. In the 19th century it serviced the burgeoning settlements of the Eastern 
Farms (fresh produce, timber, blue metal) and in the 20th century the massing industries upon its 
banks. 
14 A term coined by Microsoft executive Linda Stone in 1998. 
15 In a posthumously published interview (2001) Sebald addressed the importance of the act of 
walking as a way of approaching the historical traces embedded in specific landscapes: ‘Walking 
through the landscape is a form of acquiring the past that best allows you to see something.’ 
Sebald, in Uwe Pralle, ‘Mit einem kleinen Strandspaten Abschied von Deutschland rehmen,’ 
Süddeutsche Zeitung, December 22-23, 2001, 16. An extract from this piece is noted and 
translated by Christina Kraenzle in her ‘Picturing Place: Travel, Photography and Imaginative 
Cartography in W. G. Sebald’s Rings of Saturn,’ in Searching for Sebald: Photography After W. 
G. Sebald, ed. Lise Patt (Los Angeles: Institute of Cultural Inquiry, 2007), 144.    
16 Karskens’ reference to ‘ground truthing’ acknowledges that the term is one more usually 
deployed by sociologists. Grace Karskens, The Colony: A History of Early Sydney (Sydney: Allen 
& Unwin, 2009), 16. 
17 Iain Sinclair, London Orbital: A Walk Around the M25 (London: Granta, 2002). The quote is 
from the moving-image account of that journey, London Orbital, which Sinclair made with 
filmmaker Chris Petit in the same year. 
18 Iain Sinclair, Edge of the Orison: In the Traces of John Clare’s ‘Journey Out of Essex’ (London: 
Hamish Hamilton, 2005), 6. 
19 Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking (New York: Penguin Books, 2001), 253. 
20 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000), 23-24. 
21 Martin Thomas, The Artificial Horizon: Imagining the Blue Mountains (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 2003), 16. 
22 Ibid.,181. 
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24 Will Self describes his walking route across Los Angeles as ‘a biopsy of the reality of LA’, in 
Australian documentary filmmaker Rosie Jones’ Obsessed With Walking (ABC TV 2010).  
25 ‘Cut-back’, ‘float’ and ‘re-enter’ are surfing terms which reference particular manoeuvres on the 
face of a wave. The feasibility of each manoeuvre relates not only to one’s skill and one’s mood 
(e.g. aggressive or laid-back) but also to one’s positioning in relation to a wave’s changing 
contours.     
26 Astolath of Kent deploys this description of Iain Sinclair’s London Orbital in his 2004 review of 
that title. http://www.amazon.co.uk/London-Orbital-Iain-Sinclair/dp/0141014741 (accessed 7 
March 2011). 
27 The term was a favourite of W. G. Sebald’s. Lise Patt (ed.), Searching for Sebald: Photography 
After W. G. Sebald (Los Angeles: Institute of Cultural Inquiry, 2007), 26. 
28 http://www.tate.org.uk/colddarkmatter/texts4.htm (accessed 28 April 2011) provides a 
fascinating multi-perspective take on Parker’s seminal piece. 
29 Artist Lucas Ihlein dubbed the dissertation a ‘wild read’ in his 2012 Examiner’s Report. 
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Chapter 1|Walking Artists 
 
 
 
 
flânerie 
‘botanising on the asphalt’ 
street photography 
Dadaist ‘visit’  
Surrealist ‘deambulation’ 
Lettrist ‘dérive’ 
psychogeography 
walk as artwork 
walk as haiku 
walk as action 
 
 
I focus here upon those for whom walking and art have been not only 
complementary but often synonymous. Chapter 2 will explore a broader array of 
creative spirits – poets, philosophers, writers, naturalists, excursionists and 
swagmen – who have understood that to walk is to take wing via one’s feet. 
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The Flâneur 
 
There is no listing for flâneur in Australia’s Macquarie Dictionary; the word, 
although it is deployed freely in much writing about contemporary art, and street 
photography,1 possesses specific 19th-century Parisian historic and aesthetic 
inflection, and I remain torn with regard to its relevance to my own peregrinations 
here in 21st-century suburban Sydney. Certainly the fracturing societal traditions 
and new work conditions within which flânerie evolved, and the ‘aleatory flux’ of 
Paris’ ‘surprising streets’ noted recently by US author and literary critic Edmund 
White, do ring municipal bells.2 Reminding us of that city’s faddish passions then 
and now, White writes:  
 No wonder Paris, land of novelty and distraction, is the great city of the 
 flâneur - that aimless stroller who loses himself in the crowd, who has no 
 destination and goes wherever caprice or curiosity directs his or her steps.3 
 
The birth of the flâneur related directly to two developments in urbanism: firstly, 
to the burgeoning population of the city due to industrialisation and the anonymity 
which this new urban crowd afforded the individual toward the end of the 18th 
century; secondly, to the construction of the Paris arcades, whose stylish 
covered walkways of gleaming storefronts quickly became the preserve of 
dandies, offering themselves up as spectacles in their own right. In 1839 it was 
considered elegant to take a tortoise out walking, such was the slow pace that 
assiduous looking required.4 
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Poet and dandy Charles Baudelaire, whose ideal was ‘the man who is rich, idle, 
even blasé’, laid earliest claim to the role.5 Dressed sensationally, Baudelaire 
regarded his aimless wandering through the streets ‘sniffing at every risk-filled 
corner for a rhyme’ as a creative and richly rewarding performance.6 Parisian 
portrait photographer Nadar7 described him walking: 
 Monsieur Baudelaire was gloved in pink and proceeded in his walk by little 
 jerks, like a wooden marionette, seeming to choose each place where he 
 would step, as if walking between eggs.8 
 
Although not every flâneur was famous, and many saw themselves rather as 
detached undercover social detectives – in, but not of the crowd9 – flânerie 
created a delicate new space between the teaming masses of the industrialising 
city and the privacy still afforded to the bourgeoisie; the flâneur’s ambiguous 
social position enabled a kind of dual vision. He (for they were mostly men) 
became comfortable within the city and its flux, engaging when and as he wished 
with his urban surrounds as if they formed the walls of his own private dwelling. 
After 1853, with the onslaught of Haussmanization, as nooks and crannies were 
swiftly cleansed and straightened, the flâneur responded with an aloof disinterest 
in the unbridled consumption offered up by the city’s monumental facelift and its 
new department stores, seeking out more obscure experience, including 
‘manifestations of the unusual and the absurd’.10  
 
As flânerie bore oblique witness to the simultaneously frightening and fascinating 
speed of social and industrial change, to the rupture that was modernity, its 
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purposeful non-productiveness pioneered the notion that a complete lack of 
utilitarian value could be a social statement. German cultural critic Walter 
Benjamin, ‘the last of the great literary flâneurs’,11 wrote in the 1920s of the need 
for ‘pure, useless, raw’ experiences rather than processed knowledge, of the 
indecisiveness and uncertainty in the purest flânerie, and of a particular, modern 
embarrassment brought about by the richness of the choices upon offer.12 
Benjamin believed that urban walking – ‘botanising on the asphalt’13 – delivered a 
special sensitivity to one’s immediate surrounds, enabling one to discern and 
traverse thresholds between neighbourhoods, which were delineated, he 
observed, in a manner analogous to the zones of one’s own apartment.14 He 
wrote also of the ‘anamnestic intoxication’ of abstract, felt knowledge, of lived 
experience and word of mouth, and of the deep literary underpinnings of Paris’ 
‘storied landscapes’, which formed backdrops for the dreaming idler.15 Benjamin 
took seriously the debris of mass culture as the source of philosophical truth,16 
and hyper-observant walking was critical to his method. As Susan Buck-Morss 
notes in The Dialectics of Seeing, her inventive piecing together of Benjamin’s 
unrealised project Passagen Werk (The Arcades Project):  
 the particular kind of historical knowledge that is needed to free the present 
 from  myth is not easily uncovered. Discarded and forgotten, it lies buried 
 within surviving culture, remaining invisible precisely because it was of so 
 little use to  those in power.17  
 
It was toward such a vortex of jigsaw research and detective-like poetry that I too 
felt increasingly drawn, as my journey unfolded.  
 64 
 
 
Simon Chillingworth, ‘These Dunlops were made for 
walking: David Watson’.18 The author on Victoria 
Road, Rozelle near his home in Callan Street. 
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However, although I regarded my walk as something of a slow insouciant protest 
amplified on occasion by manifestations of the unusual and the absurd, being 
neither rich nor blasé, I balked at the label flâneur. Sure, I wore a (black-
shouldered kite) feather in my hat, and that striped top did look a little French (or 
was it Where’s Wally?),19 but my Dunlop Volleys were decidedly more 
Beaurepaire than Baudelaire.20 Whilst anxiety over the speed of contemporary 
development was indeed a shared concern, flânerie’s obsession with mirror-like 
kaleidoscopic immersion and the electrical reservoir that was the pullulating 
urban crowd was totally at odds with my often-lone suburban experience; most 
weekdays when I walked the Parramatta River corridor I connected with more 
pets than people. Besides, with deadlines their sworn enemy, and purposeless 
dawdling recommended, no flâneur I’d ever read about had had to be home by 
3.15pm for the kids!  
 
Street Photography 
 
Referencing Baudelaire’s pursuit of ‘fleeting beauty’ through 1850s Paris, photo-
historian Florian Ebner reminds us, however, of the profound, if initially latent, 
photographic nature of flânerie:   
 (His) encounter with an unknown woman in the streets appears fixed or 
 frozen, concretised in a few visual fragments … (a) quality (which) lends the 
 flâneur’s vision a photographic aura. But it is a pre-photographic one, since
 instantaneous photography would not be possible for three decades, with the 
 introduction of faster emulsions and more manageable hand cameras.21 
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The representation of contingency, asserts Ebner, was thus not invented by 
photography; rather, it stemmed from an urban sensitivity that was later to find its 
ideal form in that medium.22 Susan Sontag, too, notes the connection: ‘Adept of 
the joys of watching, connoisseur of empathy, the flâneur finds the world 
“picturesque.”’23 Once the camera became compact enough early in the 20th 
century it became the hand-held tool of choice for the modern flâneur:24  
 The photographer is an armed version of the solitary walker reconnoitering, 
 stalking, cruising the urban inferno, the voyeuristic stroller who discovers the 
 city as a landscape of voluptuous extremes.25 
 
Ebner traces street photography back to the early 1850s, to Charles Nègre’s 
‘imagined instantaneous photographs’ (which simulated the spontaneity of the 
street via the artificial posing of Paris’ denizens outdoors), through the London 
street genre compositions of John Thomson (late 1870s), to the comprehensive 
catalogue of the peripatetic pioneer Eugène Atget, whose images captured the 
everyday architecture and street poetry of a disappearing Paris.26  
 
Slow or purposeful resistance to the dictates of an increasingly fast-paced and 
specialised modern world, was, by the 1920s, certainly no longer the preserve of 
the flâneur. Throughout the early-20th century bi-pedalism increasingly became a 
popular means via which to conjure more profound relationship with one’s 
(largely urban, often madding, seemingly soulless) surrounds. Both the Dadaists 
and the Surrealists refined their own subversive brands of urban walking. 
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In the 1920s writer and poet André Breton, the founder of Surrealism, had turned 
flânerie from an inquisitive quotidian reverie or blithe action into a ‘pedantic 
pathology’,27 pursuing a woman through Paris and recording, in words and via 
photographs, each sighting.28 Such chance-determined voyeurism à pied has 
since rippled down the art-decades, recited for example in American Vito 
Acconci’s Following Piece (1969) and in Suite Vénitienne (1979) by the French 
contemporary artist Sophie Calle.29 Englishman Ian Breakwell’s Walking Man 
Diaries (1975-78) opted for more static, photographic pursuit.30 
 
 
Ian Breakwell, from Walking Man Diaries (1975-78) 
 
In 1921, flânerie was raised to a new level when the Parisian Dadaists organised 
a series of ‘visits’ to the banal places of their city. Seeking to surpass the existing 
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representational parameters of art, the Dadaists discovered a dreamlike aspect 
to walking; it became a kind of automatic writing in real space/time which sought 
to reveal the unconscious zones and repressed memories of the city.31  
 
 
Unknown photographer, Dada ‘visit’, Paris, 1921 
 
The first Dada ‘visit’ was an intentional aesthetic act supported by press 
releases, proclamations, flyers and photographic documentation. Its radicality lay 
in the fact that it was performed deliberately without subsequent elaboration; the 
‘visit’ itself was the work, and no traditional gallery exhibition was sought.32 The 
Dadaist ‘passage from the halls of spectacle to the open air’ was the first step in  
a series of anti-art excursions and drifts that crossed the century.33  
 
Later in the 1920s, Surrealist walking, or ‘deambulation’ (also generally 
undertaken in groups, largely of men), sought to achieve a state of hypnosis, a 
disorientation and loss of control. Walking became a medium via which to 
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investigate and unveil the unconscious parts of the city, to conjure urban 
experience hitherto unexpressed or untranslatable.34  
 
Such swirling psychic ether beyond the realms of the rational is explored 
decades later in a variety of telling historical and contemporary European 
contexts in the writing of W. G. Sebald.35 It may be encountered, too, in Gerald 
Murnane’s locally-inflected search for ‘special knowledge’ across home-town 
orbits in Melbourne’s outlying suburbs and the Victorian hinterland,36 and in 
socio-cultural sleuth Iain Sinclair’s pursuit of ‘future memories’ out of Essex 37 and 
across the London A-Z on foot .38 
 
 
Guy Debord, Guide Psychogéographique de Paris, 1957 
 
The dérive 
 
In the 1950s the urban excursions of the Paris-based Lettrist International (which 
became the Situationist International in 1957) under the guiding, sometimes 
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maniacal hand of Guy Debord, took the form of the dérive. To ‘drift’ and to get 
lost in the city was seen as ‘an aesthetic-political means by which to undermine 
the post-war capitalist system.’39 The dérive issued from a belief that an 
individual creates his/her own experience by releasing the potential of a place. 
Unlike the Surrealist deambulation, the dérive did not entirely surrender to the 
unconscious mind; instead, it responded to the urban vernacular in ways more 
personal than those prescribed by the ordained world. It was viewed as a wholly 
individual act that would bring an inverted perspective to the entire spectacle 
world.40  
 
Debord wrote stridently and alluringly about his theories of urban place. Echoes 
of Walter Benjamin are discernable:  
 The sudden change of ambiance in a street within the space of a few meters; 
 the evident division of a city into zones of distinct psychic atmospheres; the 
 path of least resistance which is automatically followed in aimless strolls (and 
 which has no relation to the physical contour of the ground); the appealing or 
 repelling character of certain places - all this seems to be neglected.41 
 
Debord’s psychogeographic vortexes are reminiscent of the Surrealist fascination 
with what one might dub ‘the mental aquatic’, the notion that perception and 
memory, indeed one’s very being, continually shift and bob, borne constantly 
upon life’s ebbs, flows, currents (and combers).42 My own south-Pacific 
conception of walking (and life) as analogous to surfing lies surely only a few 
beaches north of Debord. 
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The key subversive art/walking techniques of the first half of the 20th century – 
visits, deambulations and dérives – thus represented templates for relating to 
one’s landscape in new and uncircumscribed ways. In challenging the status quo 
of art, each sought also to re-imagine the everyday and to reveal its wonderment. 
In forging (both physically and psychically) new ways forward, their excursions 
explored territory which Michel de Certeau has described as that ‘second, poetic 
geography on top of the geography of the literal … or permitted meaning’, the 
tension between that which is ordained and our own improvisations.43 
 
In the wake of such precursors, since the 1960s walking has become an 
established practice within contemporary visual art; it has been deployed as an 
aid to philosophical enquiry, as a formal sculptural device, and as a political act 
signifying social engagement and resistance. I do not intend here to review the 
diverse oeuvres of Richard Long, Hamish Fulton and Francis Alÿs, or the 
substantial scholarship which attends these figures. However I will make mention 
of several landmark works which, via their juxtaposition, might assist us to better 
comprehend the broad church of the late-20th-century walking artist.44 
 
‘Out of the art-world, out in the big world’45 
 
Simply walking and/or land marking whilst on the hoof are English artist Richard 
Long’s stock in trade. For almost half a century Long has walked incessantly, in 
lines and circles, at prescribed tempos, within constrained shapes and contours 
drawn on maps, for 24 hours, sometimes for many days and across most 
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continents, often creating simple and subtle physical interventions in the 
landscape. Performed across far-flung and remote wilderness locations – for 
Long, the most spiritual places – his actions are recorded for an art audience via 
straightforward photographic documentation. Sometimes the artist deploys stand-
in materials (e.g. locally sourced mud, stone, wood) in gallery installations to 
evoke the distant natural worlds traversed; on occasion he adds pared-back and 
poetic textual elements. Long is drawn to simple, universal geometries (e.g. lines, 
circles, squares), because, as he has crisply explained, ‘they are easy to make 
and don’t belong to me’.46 By way of introduction to a 2009 survey of his work at 
Tate Britain, Long wrote: 
 My art is in the nature of things 
 I like the idea of making something from nothing 
 I can walk all day and sleep all night following an idea 
 I use the land without the need for ownership 
 My talent as an artist is to walk across a moor  
 or place a stone on the ground 
 My work is about movement and stillness 
 the walking and the stopping places 
 it can be either passing by or leaving a mark 
 I use intuition and chance body and mind 
 time and space 
 I use the world as I find it47 
 
Long belongs to a generation of artists who helped re-define the boundaries of 
art practice. By simply walking he brought enhanced scale and space, duration, 
and fresh new conceptual potential to a work of art. In the 1960s he caught a 
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train from Waterloo to a random station in the countryside and paced up and 
down a suitable field. The flattened grass caught the sunlight to form a 
shimmering diagonal, which he photographed and titled A Line Made By Walking. 
Here was his alternative. ‘Suddenly the potential for art went way beyond making 
twisted metal and plastic in the studio.’48 
 
 
               Richard Long, A Line Made By Walking, 1967 
 
Long’s legacy is profound: aged 66 he walks on, his work ‘subtly political, looking 
at both the harm we do to the environment and the toll it takes on us.’49 In 
Conversation in Sydney in 2011 Long appeared suitably fit, low key, humble and 
somewhat blithe to the dictates of the art world, whilst doubtless grateful for the 
sustenance it has lent his rigorous, ephemeral and thus largely unsaleable 
oeuvre.50 More convinced by Long’s wilderness walks/works than by his gallery 
sculptures and directly applied wall-works, I am particularly fond of his A Line and 
Tracks in Bolivia (1981) within which, upon close observation, the artist’s 
seemingly ‘centre-stage’ path is seen to intermingle with the subtle, scattered 
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tracks of various (other) wild animals. Via consideration of both indigenous and 
domesticated feather, fur and fin I have endeavoured to bring a not dissimilar, 
‘species-inclusive’ mindset to my own journeying across suburban land and sea. 
 
 
 
Hamish Fulton, Galerie Tschudi Glarus, Switzerland 1995 
 
In contradistinction to Long (although the two are friends, and of similar vintage), 
the other renowned English ‘walking artist’, Hamish Fulton, privileges solely the 
experiences of his walks, and not their pictorial representation. What counts for 
Fulton is the effect of his walks on his mental perception, the ways in which they 
enrich his life. At the artist’s website visitors are greeted with this looping, 
animated (and as ever, capitalised) manifesto:  
 ONLY ART RESULTING 
 FROM THE EXPERIENCE 
 OF INDIVIDUAL WALKS 
 A WALK HAS A LIFE OF ITS OWN 
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 AND DOES NOT NEED TO BE  
 MATERIALISED INTO AN ARTWORK 
 AN ARTWORK  
 MAY BE PURCHASED  
 BUT A WALK CANNOT BE BOUGHT51 
 
To underline the impossibility of sharing such a personal experience as a walk 
with anyone else (let alone a broad, unknown, public audience) Fulton opts 
almost exclusively for image-less textual haiku-like gallery presentation. Whilst 
appreciating his unequivocal stance, I remain convinced of the efficacy and 
emotional potential of photography (indeed all media) to communicate at least a 
modicum of one’s experience. And although I admire Fulton’s many remarkable 
walking exploits52 and the unpunctuated, architectonic rigour of his graphics, I 
find his elegant but emotionless end-product, the chasm which his flat and 
perfect texts risk inserting between art and life, ultimately unsatisfying. Is this 
itself, though, Fulton’s subtle strategy? One might argue that in refusing to 
divulge more than a few resonant words the artist entreats us to ‘fill in the blanks’ 
by striking out on our own odysseys. Fulton’s focus remains crystal clear:  
 that eternal dilemma arising from the gulf between the fundamental loneliness of 
 the individual, the incommunicability of what he experiences and the equally 
 deep-rooted need to communicate his experiences and to share them with 
 others.53  
 
Unlike Richard Long, whose regard for the natural world does not curtail his 
physical interaction with it (e.g. the re-positioning of a stone every mile on a walk 
across Britain, the piling up of cacti into iconic windrows in Malawi), Fulton’s 
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ethical walking principles resolutely forbid the re-arrangement or removal of 
stones and other natural objects from their natural environment. Another of 
Fulton’s aphorisms – LEAVE NO TRACE – encapsulates this philosophy. The 
leaving of little or no trace has, of course, a long and enlightened spiritual 
pedigree; it is redolent in an antipodean context not only of aboriginal life, but 
also of Australian bushwalking and soul surfing traditions.54 Apart from the 
observant spotting and pocketing of resonant consumer detritus (material which I 
hold to be unsympathetic to its urban eco-system), it is a policy to which I too 
generally subscribe on my journeying.55  
 
Walk as Action 
 
The celebrated Belgian-born contemporary artist Francis Alÿs, who since 1986 
has resided in and derived much of his inspiration from Mexico City, possesses 
no such Fulton-esque qualms. His practice, which often involves walking, 
routinely re-purposes objects, groups, himself and even other animals to poetic 
and beguiling political effect.56 Intervening in the ‘huge open-air studios’ of global 
metropoli, Alÿs maps cities, stages elusive scenarios and makes films and 
animations.57 He has walked pushing a block of ice, playing wrought-iron railings 
with a stick, and has orchestrated the complex movement of 64 Coldstream 
Guards marching across London.58 In 1995 Alÿs walked from a gallery in São 
Paolo, around the city, and back into the gallery trailing a dribbled line from an 
open can of blue paint. Reprised in 2004 as The Green Line (Sometimes doing 
something poetic can become political and sometimes doing something political 
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can become poetic), Alÿs’ walk along ‘the green line’ (Moshe Dayan’s pencilled 
1948 armistice border between Israel and Jordan) with a small pierced can of 
light-green paint, variously bewildered, upset and pleased locals at a time when a 
decidedly less transient concrete barrier was being erected across Jerusalem. 
The artist later exhibited footage of this ephemeral yet provocative action offering 
the choice of Arab or Israeli commentary. 
 
 
Stills from Francis Alÿs’ video Tornado (2000-10) 
 
Perhaps of most poignant relevance to the swirling concerns of this thesis 
(curious bi-pedalism, recognition of contemporary damage/tipping points, direct 
participation and hope) is Alÿs’ recent major work, Tornado, in which the artist 
hunts down, runs towards and plunges himself into a succession of Mexican 
‘twisters’ (carrying a video camera):  
 For Alÿs the dust storm suggests the imminent collapse of a system of  
 government or political order. The act of running into the storm, which we 
 see repeated over and over, also invites interpretation: is the artist no longer 
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 able to combat the chaos he encounters? Is he recognising the vanity of 
 poetic gestures at a time of calamity? Or is it only within the chaos that he 
 can challenge the turmoil around him? Reaching the epicentre of the storm, 
 the artist … encounters a furtive moment of peace that could hint at a new 
 moment of possibility.59 
 
Across the madding arteries, the sandy coves and massing, rendered wealth, the 
swiftly morphing palimpsest of north-western Sydney, swept this way then that by 
winds of change, family upheaval, everyday damage and pockets of repair, 
suburbia was to become my own private tornado; I too would feel impelled to 
devise more immersive means via which to sense the past and to signal 
emergent vortices and flows.  
 
 
Unknown photographer, Hamish Fulton, Brain Heart Lungs (2000) 
Fulton is the only artist known to have climbed  
an 8000m peak (Cho Oyu in Tibet) for his art. 
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Wild Ryde will return to the consideration of found, disturbed, re-deployed 
‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’ objects and phenomena, to walking and swimming, and 
to the political potential of poetic acts, in Chapter 3. 
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Chapter 2|Walking as a Conscious Act 
 
As Rebecca Solnit notes in her spirited compendium Wanderlust: A History of 
Walking, the English word ‘peripatetic’ derives from the Greek ‘peripatos’, the 
colonnade or ‘walk’ which led to the temple of Apollo from the school established 
for and by Aristotle, upon which he would lecture and talk whilst pacing up and 
down.1 Whilst discounting as largely mythical any notion that the tunic-clad 
ancient Greeks were the first to walk and think, Solnit concedes that:   
 The Sophists, the philosophers who dominated Athenian life before 
 Socrates, Aristotle and Plato, were famously wanderers … mobile as are 
 many whose first loyalty is to ideas ... ideas are not as reliable or popular a 
 crop as, say, corn, and those who cultivate them must keep moving in 
 pursuit of support as well as truth.2 
  
Solnit argues that European traditions of walking as a conscious act rather than a 
means to an end may properly be traced back only a few centuries, to the 
Genevan philosopher and writer Jean-Jacques Rousseau.3 In Confessions, 
Rousseau muses, ‘I can only meditate when I am walking. When I stop, I cease 
to think; my mind only works with my legs.’4 Rousseau, somewhat uncomfortable 
in the world of his fellow humans, saw walking primarily as an escape, a refuge 
for his thinking and recollections. His final and (suitably) unfinished work 
Reveries of a Solo Walker – a series of short, personal essays published after his 
death, in 1782 – was among the first to weave an abstract and improvisational 
relationship between walking and thinking.5 The walk as a mode of being, as a 
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literary structure which encourages digression and association, in contrast to the 
stricter form of a discourse or a chronologically structured biographical or 
historical narrative, was fully explored much later by such major figures as 
Virginia Woolf and James Joyce.6 Their early-20th-century stream-of-
consciousness style was developed in an attempt to emulate the workings of the 
mind, and, in their novels Mrs Dalloway and Ulysses, ‘the jumble of thoughts and 
recollections of their protagonists unfolds best during walks’.7  
 
The Faint Human Warmth of Brief Encounters 
 
The streets were the reception room, too, for Danish philosopher and theologian 
Søren Kierkagaard (1813-55), who reputedly composed all his works afoot, and 
thrived on the turbulent variety and distraction of city life.8 Although, like 
Rousseau, hardly at one with the crowd, he gloried in the diversion offered by 
chance contact, and believed that it was the accidental and insignificant things in 
life which were significant.9 Walking enabled one to bask:  
 in the faint human warmth of brief encounters, acquaintances’ greetings, 
 and overheard conversations. A lone walker is both present and detached 
 from  the world around, more than an audience but less than a participant. 
 Walking assuages or legitimizes this alienation: one is mildly disconnected 
 because one is walking, not because one is incapable of connecting.10  
 
Kierkegaard’s appearances in the street were, like his appearances on the page, 
endeavours to be in touch, but not too closely, and on his own terms.11 Such fly-
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on-the-wall arms-length observer status is redolent of the emerging spirit of 
flânerie and, several decades later, street photography, as discussed earlier.  
 
Wandering Lonely As a Cloud  
 
Beyond the newly-self-aware cities of early-19th-century Europe and the urban 
paranoia of their perambulating philosophers lay new horizons of walking as a 
cultural act, an aesthetic experience.  
 
 
Aerofilms Ltd, Helvellyn ridge, Lake District, c. 1970  
 
Against the backdrop of an emerging Romantic conception of ‘landscape’ in 
painting, poetry and prose, William and Dorothy Wordsworth, siblings, walkers 
and chroniclers extraordinaire of their northern England wilds, created an eternal 
image of the region, ‘a Lake District of the mind’.12 William Wordsworth made 
walking central to his life and art to a degree almost unparalleled before or since; 
walking was both how he encountered the world and how he composed his 
poetry… ‘walking was a mode not of traveling, but of being.’13 It is estimated that 
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the poet walked about 180,000 miles during his long lifetime; at 21 he set off on a 
2,000-mile journey on foot, and his later walks spanned city strolls, mountain 
rambles, and pacing back and forth on a small garden terrace to compose his 
poetry.14 His emphatic preference was for the rural over the urban, and his 
favourite climes remained the valleys, peaks, lakes and villages of his youth. 
 
Thanks in great part to the Wordsworths – Dorothy penned crisp diaristic 
appreciation, William lyrical poetic verse – the Lake District was, for middle-class 
Victorians, as much a literary idea as a geographical region. Long before colour 
photography, Wordsworth created vivid impressionistic verbal snapshots.15 As 
Roy Millward and Adrian Robinson enthuse in a perspicacious 1970 guidebook:  
 Even today it is easier to believe that the road from Grasmere to Keswick 
 ‘Mounts as you see, in mazes serpentine’ to the summit of Dunmail Raise 
 than to accept the modern straightened trunk road that hums with an endless 
 stream of traffic.16  
 
Two hundred years earlier England had undergone a transport revolution, with 
improved roads, decreased roadside crime and cheaper fares. The very nature of 
travel changed and, as it became less of an ordeal, the space of the journey 
became scenery: ‘an expansion of the garden stroll… that could be looked at as 
a painting’.17 In his landmark Guide to the Lakes (1810), Wordsworth reflects 
upon this newfound circumstance:  
 Travellers, instead of confining their observations to Towns, Manufactories, 
 or Mines, began (a thing till then unheard of) to wander over the island in 
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 search of sequestered spots, distinguished … for the sublimity or beauty of 
 the forms of Nature there to be seen.18  
 
Walking and tourism in England’s wilds thus began to provide both an escape 
from the often stultifying and staid conformity of genteel rural life and (for wealthy 
city dwellers) a local travel alternative to grand Continental excursions.19 In the 
light of the socio-economic upheavals of the Industrial Revolution, walking in the 
countryside also soon became an indispensable tonic for the working classes, 
many of whom now laboured under often appalling conditions in the ‘dark satanic 
mills’ of London and northern England.20 
 
Wordsworth, who loved a public road21 and ‘like a peasant pursued [his] way’, 
evidently savoured the fact that during his lifetime walking had entered the public 
domain as one of England’s rare truly classless arenas.22 Adds Solnit: 
 To walk in the gracious confines of the [private] garden was to associate 
 walking, nature, the leisure classes, and the established order that secured 
 that leisure. To walk in the world was to link walking with a nature aligned 
 instead with the poor and whatever radicalism would defend their rights23  
 
I too love a public road and, curiously, my own fondness for solitary exploration 
was forged on Lake District asphalt. In 1982, a couple of hundred years after 
William and Dorothy, I wandered and cycled her isolated moors and high tarns, 
her impossibly steep passes and bucolic postcard villages, lonely as a cloud, 
happy as Larry. Years later I traced my visual affinity with those strangely familiar 
climes to my first box of Derwent Colour Pencils.24 
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David Watson’s ‘Derwents’, c.1965 
 
Like many walkers and poets Wordsworth was also an environmentalist. His 
deep emotional attachment to the landscapes of the north-west led him to 
champion the Lake District’s preservation. For Wordsworth, as for another 
vociferous local resident, the painter, art critic and social reformer John Ruskin, 
the region represented an escape from the blight of the Industrial Revolution and 
its erosion of rural life.25  
 
Sauntering  
 
Open and receptive wandering, whilst wondering in a quietly concerned manner 
about the direction one’s society is headed, has direct roots, too, in the 19th-
century writings of the American Henry David Thoreau (1817-62). Thoreau’s 
Walden, or Life in the Woods (1854) records his famous experiment in essential 
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living, where he lived for two years in a hut he built for himself by Walden Pond 
near Concord, Massachusetts, bare of creature comforts but rich in 
contemplation of the wonders of nature and the ways of man. Both ‘a poet of 
nature and a critic of society’,26 Thoreau famously refused to pay taxes which 
supported slavery and war, and was amongst the first to articulate the now proud 
Western tradition of civil disobedience. Thoreau’s essay ‘Walking’ began as a 
lecture, first delivered at the Concord Lyceum in 1851, and thereafter many other 
times until it evolved into the essay published in the Atlantic Monthly after his 
death in 1862. Contemporary eco-commentator Zane Parker adjudges it:  
 a lyrical, meandering essay on the value of sauntering and on the 
 preservation of what is wild in the world. It is an amazing, impassioned work, 
 especially considering it was published well before the automobile came to 
 define the limits of our experience of place. It is a call to participation in the 
 world, for living amongst that which is untamed.27  
 
In 1857 Thoreau wrote:  
 I have told many that I walk every day about half the daylight, but I think that 
 they do not believe it. I wish to get the Concord, the Massachusetts, the 
 America, out of my head and be sane a part of every day.28  
 
Not unlike Al Gore this century,29 Thoreau, seeing both nature and human 
integrity under threat from an oblivious America, claimed that:  
 every walk is a crusade … to go forth and reconquer this holy land from 
 the hands of the Infidels.30  
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Thoreau’s ‘Walking’ opens with a rumination on ‘sauntering’:  
 I have met but one or two persons in my life who understand the art of 
 Walking, that is, of taking walks, who had a genius … for sauntering; which 
 word is beautifully derived “from idle people who roved about the country, in 
 the Middle Ages, under pretence of going à la sainte terre” – to the holy land, 
 till the children exclaimed, “There goes a sainte-terrer”, a saunterer – a holy-
 lander. They who never go to the holy land in their walks, as they pretend, 
 are indeed mere idlers and vagabonds, but they who do go there are 
 saunterers in the good sense, such as I mean. Some, however, would derive 
 the word from sans-terre, without land or a home, which, therefore, in the 
 good sense, will mean, having no particular home, but equally at home 
 everywhere. For this is the secret of successful sauntering. He who sits still 
 in a house all the time may be the greatest vagrant of all, but the Saunterer, 
 in the good sense, is no more vagrant than the meandering river, which is all 
 the while sedulously seeking the shortest course to the sea.31 
 
Aboriginal Australians whose songlines and mnemonics of story are tools for 
navigating ‘country’ would doubtless concur with Thoreau. And he would have 
wished (as I do today) to better understand the deep relationship their often 
nomadic, always peripatetic lives bore to place, landform, memory and informed 
custodianship down the millennia. Walking has long been antithetical to 
boundaries and borders. As Solnit recognises:  
 Walking focuses not on … lines of ownership that break the land into pieces 
 but on the paths that function as a kind of circulatory system connecting the 
 whole organism.32 
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Thoreau’s East Coast of the 1850s was largely, blissfully wild, but he foresaw 
even then that:  
 the day will come when it will be partitioned off into so-called pleasure 
 grounds, in which a few will take a narrow and exclusive pleasure - only, - 
 when fences shall be multiplied and man traps and other engines invented to 
 confine men to the public road; and walking over the surface of God’s earth 
 shall be construed to mean trespassing on some gentleman’s grounds. To 
 enjoy a thing exclusively is commonly to exclude yourself from the true 
 enjoyment of it.33  
 
Although his poet-woodsman sentiment would find little favour across the strictly 
demarcated privately landscaped contours of today’s urban and suburban real 
estate, I like, on occasion, to cast my thinking back to Thoreau’s era (only 150 
years ago) in Sydney, when tall timbered bush, native animals and fish were the 
seminal and largely undisturbed occupants of the Parramatta River corridor, save 
for an occasional fruit grower. Interestingly, as we might expect of a purist who 
believed that ‘…in Wildness is the preservation of the world’,34 Thoreau held a 
rather dim view of colonial Australia, writing that:   
 Within a few years we have witnessed the phenomenon of a south-eastward 
 migration, in the settlement of Australia; but this affects us as a retrograde 
 movement, and, judging from the moral and physical character of the first 
 generation of Australians, has not yet proved a successful experiment.35 
 
Thoreau would surely have found wonder, too, within our ‘experiment’, had he 
sauntered down South. But it seems he felt no need, because, a little like 
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contemporary Melbourne fiction writer Gerald Murnane,36 Thoreau writes 
beguilingly about discovering new lands: 
  within a circle of ten miles’ radius, or the limits of an afternoon’s walking … 
 Two or three hours … will take me to as strange a country as I expect ever to 
 see. A single farm house which I had not seen before is sometimes as good 
 as the dominions of the king of Dahomey.37  
 
Sauntering Down South 
 
 
Australia is a good place to consider walking: ‘One step before the next, one step 
at a time, step by step - for thousands of years, walking has been the main way 
of getting about on the Australian continent’, as a loping ABC radio documentary 
put it recently;38 and the 2007 publication of Melissa Harper’s comprehensive 
The Ways of the Bushwalker: On Foot in Australia has made accessible some 
enticing new trails.39 Determined to roam well beyond the existing orthodoxies of 
club-bound bushwalking, histories of which have been available for decades, 
Harper takes us back to the earliest days of the colony, to a time when there was 
little choice but to walk (or row) wherever one chose to travel.40 En route to a 
fascinating analysis of the flowering of bushwalking in the 1920s, Harper 
unearths some eccentric and memorable 19th-century Australian walkers, many 
of whom, like Wordsworth and Thoreau, wrote engagingly about their passion. 
The literary efforts of John Le Gay Brereton, William Mogford Hamlet and Robert 
Croll, she believes, have been all but ignored, in part because their writing 
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celebrated a humanised nature, rather than the wilderness, and was therefore 
not the sort of thing that ‘real’ bushwalkers admired.41  
 
Whilst acknowledging that walking country and ‘going walkabout’ had profound 
meaning for Aboriginal people, Harper claims that walking in the bush for 
pleasure was a European concept which became a crucial marker of what the 
newcomers saw as civilisation. That Aborigines walked when Europeans had 
wheels was a stark demonstration of the gulf between the two cultures; to be 
able to ride and to choose to walk was, for the leisured classes, a conspicuous 
declaration.42 Via the few early accounts of walking in and around Sydney which 
have found their way onto the public record, Harper thus traces bushwalking for 
pleasure back to 1788. Although the word ‘bushwalking’ itself was not in common 
usage until the 1920s,43 the author is correct to re-instate the loafer, the rambler, 
the stroller, the landloper and the tramp into the canon of Australian walking.  
 
And so we turn to the walking exploits of 30-year-old surgeon George Worgan, 
arguably Australia’s first bushwalker. Worgan, possessed of ‘an Inclination to 
ramble’,44 quickly developed an aesthetic appreciation of Sydney’s bushland ‘with 
little sense of the alienation that might be expected from one of the first 
Europeans to set foot in the strange new environment.’45 In letters to his brother 
Dick in England, he records several high-spirited day and overnight trips into ‘the 
woods’ (as he called them) surrounding Sydney Harbour in May 1788. On one 
journey he rowed 12 miles up the harbour with two naval officers, then ‘walked 
about two Miles up the Country’.46 In doing so he would have been among the 
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first colonists to lay eyes upon the lands of the Wallumedegal. If not the 
indigenes themselves, he would certainly have seen their fires, scenes perhaps 
not dissimilar to those recorded, 30 years later, by the ex-convict artist Joseph 
Lycett. 
 
 
Joseph Lycett, Fishing by torchlight, other Aborigines 
beside camp fires cooking fish, c. 1820 
 
Although Worgan remained in Sydney for only two years, it is sobering to 
remember that during this time disease all but annihilated the harbour region’s 
aboriginal population.47 No matter how pleasurable his route or Romantic the 
scenery, his walks must surely have been punctuated by scenes of human 
misery and death; as a medical man unable to help ameliorate such distress he 
may also have felt somewhat impotent. 
 
Twenty-four-year-old Elizabeth Macarthur, ‘the first woman of education and 
sensitivity to reach the colony’, was another early Australian walker.48 Like many 
a privileged Englishwoman of her time, Macarthur walked to botanise, to collect 
and record the intriguing plants and vegetation of her new country, and to ‘fill up 
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the vacancy of many a solitary day’.49 Although she too found wonder in her 
wandering, she complained of the ‘insufferable summer heat and the “very 
narrow and incommodious” native paths that brought her walks to a halt.’50 From 
her (then) remote home on the south shore of the Sydney’s Parramatta River51 
Macarthur made two short excursions in 1791, one, west to the farm of Captain 
Nepean and another south to a rise between Port Jackson and Botany Bay 
where she ‘could command a prospect of that famous spot’.52  
 
Bush rambles of this kind are more easily traced from the 1820s with the 
increase in number of free settlers and visitors from the middling ranks of British 
society, people for whom walking was already an habitual pleasure.53 Walking 
enabled arrivees (some initially alienated by the drab sameness of the Australian 
bush and its lack of visible history/civilisation) to immerse themselves slowly and 
observantly within the extraordinarily different natural environments of their new 
world. Collecting and sketching became popular amateur pursuits, indicative of 
education and refinement; in a society where many of the pursuits once available 
to those of taste and culture were absent, natural history filled a void.54  
 
Despite decades of contemporary cultural access and opportunity I derived ironic 
21st-century kinship from some of these wandering artistic Australian precursors 
as I found myself walking, collecting and image gleaning across the modern and 
seemingly well-appointed suburban contours of Ryde, cognisant still of absence, 
voids and ‘missing’ local resonance. 
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On the other side of the country, in the isolated early-19th-century wilds of 
Western Australia, Georgiana Molloy walked and collected her way to a deeper 
appreciation of the land’s ancient, perfectly adapted lifeforms; some of the seeds 
she gathered were sent ‘home’ to England and raised as rare and new species in 
gardens there. 
 
 
Georgiana Molloy, West Australian flora, c. 1830s 
 
A little later, in Sydney and then Tasmania, the artist, author and proto-
environmentalist Louisa Ann Meredith gathered material on her ‘wood-walks’ to 
produce some of the earliest illustrated books about Australian flora and fauna.  
 
Walking thus became not only a direct means via which to observe, study and 
appreciate the subtleties and delicate ecosystems of Terra Australis, but a tool 
facilitating the promotion of her wonders abroad.  
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Louisa Anne Meredith, Port Jackson Shark, c. 1850 
 
Elsewhere in the colony men were avidly exploring, venturing by horse and on 
foot where no white sole had trod before, often with somewhat more haste and 
less sensitivity than the ramblers and botanisers thus far discussed. Some of this 
walking, too, was doubtless pleasurable, but much early Australian exploration 
was arduous, thirsty and dismaying work, a matter often of survival, leaving little 
time or energy for poetic reverie or lyrical observation. Martin Thomas’ 
contemporary analysis of Lieutenant William Dawes’ 1791 survey south and west 
of Sydney reminds us of an underlying mindset which characterised official 
expeditions in those early years, a propensity for straight lines and order: 
 Steering by compass as he charted the interior … the zig-zag manner of 
 [Dawes’] journeying mirrors … a ship tacking against the breeze.55  
 
By treating land as sea – as neutral geometric space, devoid of human 
occupants – even on foot, exploration proceeded on the convenient assumption, 
notes Thomas, that the land was vacant, empty and ownerless.56  
 98 
The Pedestrian Excursionist  
 
As the 19th century wore on, rural by-ways multiplied and settlements became 
more easily accessible, and ‘the pedestrian excursionist’ was born. Although the 
most visible long-distance pedestrians at the time were the diggers who hoofed it 
to the goldfields,57 a new breed of educated, thoughtful, even reflective walker 
was out and about. These folk often wrote journals, as did the more poetic 
among their better-known-and-loved counterparts, the swagmen.  
 
Rambles in New South Wales: the XYZ Letters, for example, is a series of 
perspicacious diaristic letters written for publication by an anonymous gentleman 
rambler in 1827, and published soon after in Sydney and London.58 They chart 
two bold yet gently observant 100-mile journeys on foot: north from Sydney to the 
Hunter’s (sic) River (in the vicinity of Newcastle), and west from Sydney to 
Bathurst. The letters are fresh with opinion and prejudice, and ‘alive with the 
discomforts, inconveniences and exhilarations of a journey through an Australian 
landscape as yet for the most part untamed by roads’.59 XYZ has a propensity for 
lapsing into pithy Latin, and a curious determination to link the primitive 
magnificence of Australia to the ancient world. The landscape, and the 
aborigines, are an immense challenge to his comprehension.   
 
As an educated layman XYZ observes both the minutiae and broader 
developments of a society in transition: from penal colony to free state, isolated 
outpost to self-sufficient community, ‘sterling’ to ‘currency’ population.60 He 
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records the price of food, beer, rum, a horse’s meal and a bed for the night, 
extols the importance of cigars to the traveller, and observes Georgian farming 
techniques in the process of adaptation from European to Australian conditions.  
 
A product of his time and class, XYZ writes with the assumed superiority of his 
own civilisation, and is sometimes appalled by the ‘primitive’ nature of aboriginal 
existence. Yet, also cognisant of the ‘plight of an ancient people suffering the 
invasion of aliens’,61 elsewhere he appears admiring of aboriginality:  
 It seems they have a name for every nook and corner of the country – every 
 variety in the vegetable kingdom – including the smallest flies and ephemera 
 of the air, and the spotted and timid snake that crawls among the rocks.62 
 
‘The prevailing tone of the letters is that of the confident, gentleman tourist’, 
concludes editor R. D. Townsend, ‘but there are moments, particularly when he 
uses the pronouns “our” and “we”, which suggest that he has so engaged with 
and appreciated Australian life that he has adopted it as his own.’63 Observant 
walking to no particular schedule, seeking neither to stake a cIaim nor disturb the 
natural order, it would seem, assisted XYZ’s conversion.  
 
On the Wallaby 
 
‘Swaggies’ were a common sight in rural Australia from around 1850. Seared into 
the popular imaginary by A. B. ‘Banjo’ Paterson’s anthemic ‘Waltzing Matilda’,64 
swagmen, we may today recall, were ‘jolly’ and ‘camped by a billabong’. Beyond 
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the mythology, however, their underdog freedoms were often tempered by long 
hard hours, ill-health, and scant money.  
  
 
Hall and Co., Swagman, c. 1920s  
 
Humping a swag on foot, many traipsed hundreds of miles ‘on the wallaby [track]’ 
in search of occasional work. Dependent as they were upon seasonal employ 
(sheep shearing, crop harvesting, farm labour) and the vicissitudes of the 
weather, drought and chronic unemployment in the cities saw their number rise in 
times of economic depression,65 when many were reduced to seeking gifts of 
money or food from local townsfolk.66  
 
Although swagmen walked most often to survive rather than for pleasure, and 
were not averse to accepting a ride,67 their steps and spirits have criss-crossed 
this land and their ghosts can be heard deep in the Australian psyche.68 I like to 
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think that my own modest urban walking project draws a little upon the 
swagman’s legacy: a laconic, serendipitous approach coupled with an ability to 
conjure ‘employment’ (in my case a university scholarship) in uncertain times and 
unpromising climes. However a truer ‘swaggie’ parallel, I suspect, might be 
drawn on any inner-city evening as the homeless and the dispossessed queue 
for a meal or a bed, with Just Enough Faith or Matthew Talbot Hostel.  
 
Diary of a Welsh Swagman 1869-1894 comprises the observant and forthright 
journals of Joseph Jenkins, who at the age of 51 emigrated to Australia from 
Tregaron, in Wales, and spent 25 years living as an itinerant, walking and 
working in rural Victoria. Jenkins ‘came of a farming stock, many of them being 
poets of repute’,69 and was ‘wealthily imbued with curiosity and an avid explorer 
into all things hidden from his understanding’,70 and his diaries are peppered with 
environmental rumination, commentary, verse and aphorism. Adopting the life of 
a swagman after years as a successful farmer in Wales cannot have been easy, 
but having left a discordant marriage (and his seven children) Jenkins glories in 
the freedoms and fresh vistas of his new ‘home’.  
 
A handy jack of all trades (fencing, digging potatoes, ploughing), Jenkins 
sometimes worked 18-hour days, yet was often poorly treated by his employers. 
Landowners would often renege on wages and, in the absence of organised 
labour unions, dole or pension, he was forced to trudge long distances across 
often drought-ravaged country in search of back-breaking work, until he was well 
into his seventies.71  
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As a skilled farmer he observes hard-bitten selectors overworking and 
exhausting their holdings in the Castlemaine district and cautions, in his diaries, 
of the future consequences of such brutal mismanagement. He is critical too, of 
the madding mentality of the gold rush, in a sonnet of 172 lines: 
Gold has built the biggest town, 
And gold in time will bring it down. 
I wish you all to understand 
That gold won’t stick to every hand 
Let us not covet useless store, 
But live with plenty and no more.72 
 
 
Roberts Photo [Ballarat], Joseph Jenkins, 1887 
 
 
Aged 69 Jenkins had had his portrait shot by a Ballarat photographic studio.73 
Somewhat unimpressed with the new artform, he composed the following lines, 
‘Soliloquy Before the Camera’, which were published in ‘The Age’: 
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Here you may draw my ugly shell, 
And to the world describe it well. 
Your art how’er is somewhat blind, 
Can’t show my principles, heart and mind.74 
 
Like many walkers and poets, Jenkins espouses simplicity in all things. Despite 
the rigours of work and illness, extreme heat and cold, poverty and hunger, his is 
a clear call for us all to care for and treasure the wonders of the earth. Like the 
local Victorian indigenes, he is also a pragmatist, favouring ‘oppossum fur’ which 
‘makes a light and warm coat for the swagman’.75 Jenkins kept a daily diary for 
58 years. He died, aged 80, in 1898, having returned to Wales four years earlier.  
 
Getting Away From It All 
 
As swaggies continued to wend their weary way in search of work, in late-19th-
century Australia a new urban middle class sought to escape from it, flocking to 
walk and commune in the bush as an antidote to the daily grind. In Australia’s 
modern, industrialised cities life had become increasingly sedentary and confined 
as the rhythm of the seasons gave way to the tick of the factory or office clock.76 
By the 1870s enough of the bush had been settled and cleared of vegetation and 
its indigenous inhabitants to appear safe and desirable, and increased leisure 
time, new railway routes and tourism promoted rambling as a tonic for those 
concerned about the health of living within the smoking, belching confines of 
newly polluted metropoli like Sydney and Melbourne. As the inspiration and 
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restorative power of nature was recognised, the Australian bush (long derided for 
its sameness and lack of European features, both physical and man-made) was 
resuscitated, and came alive for a broad population for the first time. The work of 
contemporary writers, poets, painters and photographers fuelled the 
celebration.77 Walking became central to the experience of locating and depicting 
often-remote scenes,78 and plucky bush excursionists were themselves featured 
in a number of paintings:  
 Art and art criticism functioned as a form of tourist promotion … And 
 guidebooks allied the tourist and the artist, their reasons for travel coinciding 
 in the quest for the picturesque.79  
 
 
Eugene von Guérard, North East View from the 
Northern Top of Mount Kosciusko, 1863  
 
Eugene Von Guérard, for example, was the first professional artist to visit the 
soon-to-be-popular Kosciusko region, joining an expedition party led by the 
German scientist Georg Neumayer. It was a visit to remember. Atrocious weather 
separated the party, one member suffered exposure, another became lost for 18 
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days. Von Guérard painted the above canvas on his return to Melbourne; several 
of the party (and Neumayer’s dog) are depicted in the foreground. Later, 
photographer Charles Kerry’s devotion to the Snowy Mountains region and his 
hard-won images of alpine activities around Kiandra helped to establish a 
nascent recreational tourism industry there.80 
 
 
Charles Kerry, Snow-shoeing – Break Hard On, 1896  
reproduced by Kerry and Co. as a postcard sub-titled 
The Engadine of Australia, 190381  
 
Before photography began to dominate the visual sphere in the 1890s, famous 
paintings reproduced as engravings in the daily press helped to create an 
awareness of and desire for Australia’s wild places. The stories, poetry and 
images of those who travelled the country by makeshift means, whether on foot, 
by bicycle or on a paddle steamer down the Darling, also found a hungry 
audience via newspapers and magazines. Australians gradually began to feel 
pride in a country which until that time they themselves often had deemed 
‘second-best’. The work of walking artists and photographers thus helped to 
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encourage not only bush tourism and a broader engagement with walking as a 
pleasurable, restorative recreation, but a new national self-confidence. 
 
 
 
Unknown photographer, Harry Phillips  
atop ‘Ruined Castle’ a remote outcrop in the Blue 
Mountains, c. 1895  
 
Despite heavy, cumbersome equipment the Katoomba-based photographic 
entrepreneur Harry Phillips trekked long distances and performed precarious 
feats to capture dramatic bush vistas in the late-19th century. In contrast to the 
city’s wage-slaves who sought solace in the bush as relief from their routine, men 
like Phillips who travelled to explore and depict the Australian bush were 
generally able to combine work and leisure:  
 Purpose, as well as pleasure, infused their every step. Investing their walks 
 with a tangible (and, they believed, higher) purpose.82  
 
Australia’s explorer photographers would also doubtless have been aware that 
US photographer Henry Jackson’s Wonder Places of 1879 had persuaded 
Congress to save Yellowstone from the ravages of civilisation by making it 
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America’s first national park.83 Self-proclaimed conservationists like the 
photographers Nicholas Caire and John Beattie were clearing the way towards 
the emergence of an Australian environmental consciousness. En route they 
were not averse to altering the bush, often quite significantly, to create a better 
scene:   
 The axe could be as important as the camera ... [and] photographers played 
 an active role in physically, as well as photographically, creating the 
 ‘showplaces’ of the tourists’ landscape84 
 
 
 
Charles Walter, ‘Our Artist’ with tomahawk 
and photographic equipment, including portable 
darkroom, slung over his shoulder, Cape Otway 
(southern Victoria), 187385 
 
Images of Australian views such as the Blue Mountains and Fern Tree Gully 
were shown by artistic societies, international expositions, and in railway 
carriages, their popularity buoyed by the introduction of the postcard in the late 
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1880s.86 Landscape photography quickly became ‘tourist photography’ as 
business boomed.   
 
 
 
Harry Phillips, Mists in Jamison Valley at Daybreak 
(Vaniman’s Lookout), c. 192087  
 
Through his intrepid and poetic photography Harry Phillips skillfully, indefatigably 
promoted both himself and the Blue Mountains. This image, with The Three 
Sisters silhouetted to the left, was one of his finest cloud photos. It appeared in at 
least two of the 80 books of photographic views which Phillips produced between 
1909-44. Before colour photography, Phillips’ daughter Isabel strikingly hand-
painted a number of his black and white images using Japanese coloured inks.88 
 
The new breed of Australian middle-class tourist engaged with the landscape, 
and walking, in a manner quite different from that of the emboldened elite 
traveller of an earlier time. Tourist walkers could avail themselves of efficient rail 
transport to get within cooee of the places they sought to experience on foot, 
along with hearty meals, comfortable accommodation and illustrated guidebooks. 
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Well-groomed tracks and lookouts tailored their experience so that risk and 
uncertainty were minimised; souvenir photographs celebrated and tamed the 
wildness they had witnessed. With thirst, hunger, danger, hardship, denial and 
surprise banished from the bush experience, tourist walkers sought ‘sensual 
pleasure more than self-improvement, social interaction more than inner 
reflection.’89  
 
The Landloper 
 
I first stumbled across the work and walks of Sydney-born poet and literary figure 
John Le Gay Brereton (1871-1933) when, on the lookout for writing about the 
Australian bush which employed oceanic imagery and aquatic metaphor, I found 
an excerpt from his lyrical travel diary Landlopers in a collection of writings about 
The Six Foot Track.90 I admired Brereton’s swirling impressionistic verse, and his 
poetic engagement with this land seemed unusual (and unusually aboriginal) for 
his time. In 1896 Brereton and his young companion had visited Wentworth Falls 
in the Blue Mountains. Echoing fluid sentiments not dissimilar to those of Charles 
Darwin, who had rambled the primal scene sixty years earlier, Brereton wrote, 
‘We sat on the cliffs and let our gaze rest upon: 
An inland sea of mountains, stretching far 
In undulating billows, deeply blue 
With here and there a gleaming crest of rock, 
Surging in stillness, fading into space, 
Seeming more liquid in the distant vague91 
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Other than this sensuous snippet I knew next to nothing about him. I now realise 
that the phrase ‘next to nothing about him’ more succinctly described Brereton’s 
impassioned relationship with the natural world than I might have imagined. For 
among many other things, the rather remarkable and today all-but-forgotten 
Brereton had a proclivity for rambling nude in the bush. If less common these 
days,92 the pursuit has, of course, a proud 60,000-year history here in the South.  
 
I was next to encounter (the famously hatless) Brereton in the hallowed halls of 
the University of Sydney, halls which he himself, gently iconoclastic, encouraging 
and generous of spirit, paced for the best part of three decades, first, as 
Assistant Librarian from 1902, then University Librarian from 1914, and Challis 
Professor of English Literature from 1921. Below a fine gothic sandstone window 
arch in the English Department circa 2006 lay a box of surplus library books, 
among which I was fortuitously to find a copy of H. P. Heseltine’s long out-of-print 
Brereton biography.93  
 
Brereton had evidently been held in far greater regard then than he was now, 
and his fortunes seemed to have vacillated through the decades.94 In 1948, for 
example, the poet Robert Fitzgerald had written, of Landlopers:  
 An early and very gentle Australian picaresque, it deserves to be known as 
 an Australian masterpiece - and is all but forgotten, as are the changed 
 conditions of the life it touches on amid scenes and places that have 
 changed not so much. It embodies a philosophy of kindness and toleration; 
 and what a trip it tells of under the guise of fiction!95  
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John Le Gay Brereton, self portrait, undated96 
 
 
The eccentric, gracious Brereton played a key role in Sydney’s flourishing late-
19th-century bohemian literary and artistic circles and as one of Australia’s first 
university-trained literary figures (although a somewhat reluctant academic), he 
supported the work of many of his literary confrères, including Lawson, Brennan 
and Paterson, and championed the educational rights of women.  
 
Whether communing solo with nature or ruminating on foot with friends, 
Brereton’s rambles enabled him to escape the constricting confines of academe 
and city life. Walking was both fillip for the soul and inspiration for writing. He 
‘saw [his] walks as an opportunity to know the nation’97 and his love affair with 
roughing it in the Australian bush was intensely genuine. Despite his privileged, 
gentlemanly roots, Landlopers – an engaging account of a meandering journey 
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on foot from Brereton’s family home in Gladesville, via Ermington and Seven Hills 
to Jenolan Caves, returning via Kiama – immerses us not only in the moods and 
subtleties of the natural worlds of the Blue Mountains and the Illawarra, but 
shares great empathy with its human inhabitants. His understanding of the joys 
and privations of eking out a living in the bush is deftly conveyed in a charming, 
relaxed style. ‘With sly hints of irony and humour peeping around the edges …    
the tale moves at the easy pace of a man going his own gait’, observes H. P. 
Heseltine.98 
 
Brereton’s philosophy was shaped not only by his own bush experiences but by 
the Romantic literature of fellow walkers: Thoreau, Hazlitt and Stevenson were 
favourites; Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass was often to be found in his swag. 
Brereton saw the bush as Nature (he used a capital ‘N’) and his excursions into 
the ‘wilderness’ were an opportunity to commune with his ‘“brothers” - the birds 
and the trees.’99 Unlike some of his literary confrères and drinking companions in 
Sydney bohemia,100 Brereton, insulated from any real privation by dint of his 
upbringing, believed that ‘Comradeship was not just about mateship between 
men, but something to extend to all humanity, and nature too.’101 At once 
whimsical and deeply connected, Brereton’s writing offers refreshing relief from 
some of the overly romantic, resolutely masculine, nationalistic Australian verse 
of the day. Like his walking (and his life) it delights in serendipity and surprise, 
and scorns prescriptive routes and schedules. Somehow symbolic of the ‘hidden’ 
Sydney I longed to unearth, Brereton and his ‘neglected masterpiece’ Landlopers 
(together with its delightful subtitle The Tale of a Drifting Travel, and the Quest of 
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Pardon and Peace) became talismans for my project, for my own inquisitive 
journey west. We shall meet Brereton and his family again, as we pass their way. 
 
As the 20th century dawned, hard on the sensual heels of John Le Gay Brereton 
came a slew of zealous, increasingly organised, serious Australian ‘bushwalkers’. 
In cities and towns across the land walking clubs were born,102 gear and footwear 
improved, authoritative maps and guidebooks sold. Regulation, once the 
antithesis of walking, was enthusiastically embraced as warclouds threatened 
Empire and the exuberance of a newly federated Australia.103 More and more 
citizens began to heed the walker’s call. And whilst committees, charters and 
club newsletters may have occupied the minds of many an early-20th-century 
‘weekend warrior’ – who toiled throughout the week in a city office, lived on a 
new subdivision in still-bushy suburbia and yearned for the weekend 
camaraderie and safety-in-numbers leisure-adventure of club walks – maverick 
pioneers like Milo Dunphy took self-sufficiency and bushcraft to new ascetic 
levels as they ascended to the farthermost crags of remote wilderness areas and 
began to champion environmental care and custodianship with a distinct and 
unapologetic Australian emphasis.  
 
Echoes of Wordsworth, Thoreau and Dunphy reverberate ever-more loudly 
today, as broad public concern re climate change, over-development and species 
loss mount.104 Issues of observant stewardship, regeneration and repair were to 
become constant companions as I journeyed west on foot across Sydney.  
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Wandering and Wondering 
 
A millennial Zeitgeist seemed to have taken hold as I prepared to depart. The 
times felt especially ripe for wandering and wondering, and, nearing 50, the 
notion of ‘taking stock’, after years of overseas travel, working and raising a 
family, via the contemplative assay of one’s own ‘country’ was particularly 
appealing.  Local wordsmith Ruth Wanjryb summed it up philologically in 2007: 
 Philosophically, ‘wonder’ is a mental ‘wander’, or if you prefer ‘wander’ is a 
 physical ‘wonder’. Both suggest moving off the main road, taking a side path.
 Both share Old English origins: wandran (move about aimlessly); wundrian
 (marvel at the wondrous).105 
 
My old bibliophile Mum had recently introduced me to the special prose and 
peregrinations of the contemporary German author W. G. Sebald, by passing on 
to me her copy of The Rings of Saturn,106 ‘a record of the artist’s travels by foot, 
in dreams and from memory’ across his adopted home county of Norfolk.107 
Sebald’s elegiac and resonant writing – part memoir, part essay, part spectral 
meditation – deploys a peculiar, poetically apposite array of found imagery.108 
Uncaptioned, his grainy black and white photographic archival gleanings become 
important if mysterious text, beyond mere illustration. Referring to himself as a 
bricoleur, who often catalysed story via image,109 Sebald knits together disparate 
scenarios, curious personal encounters and circuitous asides. Fusing fact and 
fiction, amalgamating filaments of place both physical and purely sensed, Sebald 
traverses and embroiders landscapes of history and loss. Despite the fact that, 
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prior to his untimely death in 2001, he had lived in England for three decades, the 
author’s melancholy yet strangely uplifting oeuvre is distinctly European, 
resonating from deep within his German experience.  
 
Sebald recognised that he was not always able to depend upon history to deliver 
adequate research materials,110 for, as one of his characters notes, ‘history 
occurs often in the shadows’.111 The potential for photography in such contexts 
seemed to have both fascinated and appalled the author. He remained absorbed 
by: 
 photography’s ability to dialogue with realms of the repressed … how it 
 produces what we see, what we want to see, and sometimes occludes what 
 we should see.112  
 
In The Rings of Saturn, the walking author deploys an aerial photographic 
analogy to highlight our remove from the fact that past and present are 
continuous. He implicates not only the segmented, fragmentary partiality of 
photography but also more broadly, the hubristic belief in an omniscient Western 
eye:  
 This then, I thought, as I looked round about me, was the representation of 
 history. It requires a falsification of perspective. We, the survivors, see 
 everything  from above, everything at once, and still we do not know how it 
 was.113  
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A journey, a provocation. An escape.114 
 
Seeking to re-enchant and ground their lives ‘midst the tumult of the late-20th 
century, a bevy of European writers, poets and artists, it seemed, were once 
again ‘on the hoof’. In East London the poet, antedeluvian bookseller and 
incessant walker Iain Sinclair had found his métier in the Thatcher years as a 
sinuous and distinctive writer of personally inflected place-based reverie and 
cultural archaeology.115 His furious, unorthodox, sometimes verb-less sentences 
stopped, started and rambled in all weathers, imbued with political rage and 
peripatetic delight. Sinclair’s pedigree and incessant referencing ran sometimes 
infuriatingly deep, displaying a mad love of arcane knowledge and disparate 
literary genres; avant-garde poetry, psychogeography, James Joyce, Samuel 
Beckett, Jack the Ripper and Charles Dickens (whose night walks across London 
had been the stuff of legend) were all grist to his literary mill.  
 
Dissatisfied with the ‘over-worked’ moniker flâneur, Sinclair adopts the term 
fugueurs to describe he and his brace of somewhat jaundiced, city-maddened yet 
still-inquisitive accomplices about to tackle London’s M25 motorway on foot.116 
Like Sebald, Sinclair is convinced that places obliquely divined might divulge 
truths not immediately accessible to the rational mind: ‘Because something has 
vanished, because it can no longer be seen, doesn’t mean that it’s not there.’117 
His decision to walk around the orbital motorway is made in the belief that ‘this 
nowhere, this edge, is the place that will offer fresh narratives.’118 
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Beyond the essentials – a few Granny Smith apples and a water bottle – titles by 
Sebald and Sinclair were to grapple often for space in my rucksack alongside 
Rousseau, Long, Fulton, Alÿs and Le Gay Brereton, over the next few years, as I 
wended my way west.  
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David Watson’s London A-Z, marked (below) with zones cycled 1982-88 
 
 
 
 
A thirst for wandering and wondering, for urban and suburban journeying, for 
the exploration and imaging of ‘home’ was born 10,553 miles from home. 
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Chapter 3|Home 
 
Simon Pope’s London Walking (2000) brims with whimsical advice and 
observation.1 Sub-titled A Handbook for Survival, the pocket-sized companion 
seeks out idiosyncratic engagement with Pope’s home town, and the broader 
conundrums of 21st-century city living. As it leads us down many an urban byway 
and several garden paths, the book is by turns odd, resonant, joyful, glib, silly 
and wryly concerned:  
 Walk London and you get to understand the interconnectedness of its 
 districts. Your movement less restricted, the zones that appear strictly 
 demarcated by money, blood or tradition soon open to your interpretation.2  
 
Among the artist-author’s myriad foci are sections on ‘mooching’, ‘ancient rights 
of way’, ‘the gutter’, ‘walking against the flow’, and ‘the rush hour as machine for 
memory’. Pope is concerned both with contemporary fact and surreal possibility: 
a whole section, relevant for anyone about to set off down Victoria Road, advises 
‘how to avoid intake of pollutants’; for the indecisive or more meditative ambulant 
there are plans for a ‘random-walk generator’. We are reminded that walking and 
wandering are no longer solely the preserve of hunters, gatherers, explorers and 
nomads and that contemporary journeys on foot, their consideration, subversion, 
urban application and artistic inflection, have a rich and quickly expanding 
pedigree. Pope’s manual exhorts cramped-apartment-dwelling Londoners to 
‘walk their own flat’ before setting out on anything more strenuous, and includes 
a helpful diagram.  
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Although most journeys begin from home, rarely is one’s home seen as integral 
to the journey. My home, I have come to realise, is both ‘base camp’ and a 
springboard for my work. Its lived, everyday layers – contemporary markers of 
time and place both local and global – are particularly germane to my project.  
 
Twenty-five years ago I made mytho-poetic, often random pilgrimages across 
Pope’s city by bicycle in search of the distinctive heartbeat of Albion; notions of 
home and its layered histories have since pervaded my work. Since 1990 I have 
lived and photographed in Sydney’s Inner West, and come to treasure its hidden 
municipal idiosyncracy and untold tales. For as the American cultural critic and 
writer Lucy Lippard notes in her marvellous, personally inflected compendium of 
art and place The Lure of the Local:  
 Today a region is generally understood not as a politically or geographically 
 delimited space but one determined by stories, loyalties, group identity, 
 common experiences and histories (often unrecorded), a state of mind 
 rather than a place on a map.3 
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Simultaneously, like the Sydney-based composer Ross Edwards – who for 
decades has ‘struggled to write contemporary music true to Australia in the face 
of European orthodoxies’ – I have come to favour ‘the regional flavour to 
universal truths’ to be found upon my very doorstep.4 The active custodianship of 
one’s immediate socio-cultural milieu, particularly at the point when a distinctive 
era is evaporating, offers up special agency, and a peculiar piquancy.5  
 
 
 
Decades of industrial history – quotations, receipts and invoices in dusty tea-
chests – came to light when David Watson and Denise Corrigan purchased 
the ex-Harding & Sons factory premises in Callan Street, Rozelle as their 
home/studio in 1991. 
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Our sprawling barely-renovated double brick and iron factory/home/studio in 
Callan Street is a daily reminder of Iron Cove’s industrial past.6 Seven men used 
to work here at Harding & Sons. They made refrigeration and display counters for 
shops and pubs throughout the state. In the 1930s they fitted out the legendary 
Australia Hotel in Castlereagh Street. When times were quiet they made wooden 
yo-yos. The business eventually closed in the late 1980s.  
 
 
Invoice to Hardings for EFCO hinges, 1945  
 
We bought the derelict property, complete with its archaic machinery and box 
upon dust-covered box of day-to-day business records from old Mr Harding (then 
90). Young Mr Harding had drunk himself to an early grave, foreseeing, perhaps, 
little future for light industry in this fast-gentrifying pocket of Sydney.  
 
The factory became our work in progress, a site for working bees, barbecues, 
film screenings, exhibitions, get-togethers, fund-raisers, indoor soccer and 
basketball. Two boys, Aladdin and Luca, were born and raised here, weaned on 
industrial echoes and emerging environmental priorities. Thanks to sustained 
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local community vigilance – leafleting, protest marches, benefits – today once-
threatened harbourside public lands, birds and bushcare flourish on Iron Cove. 
 
 
David Watson, 44 Callan Street, 2006 
 
On one wall of our open-plan living area a bold industrial sign urges BUY 
AUSTRALIAN MADE. Its lettering and iconography – an orange boomerang and 
five rather beautifully stylised stars of the southern cross – are hand-painted on 
metal. A post-cold-war consumer call to arms, the heavily constructed sign 
measures seven feet across.7 We retrieved it, at substantial risk to life and limb, 
from high on the wall of a factory on Parramatta Road in Stanmore.8 Now 
something of a museum piece, the sign’s aboriginal appropriation, its nationalist 
paranoia and veiled xenophobia echo somewhat disturbingly down the decades 
as Australia struggles to find its place in an increasingly globalised, networked 
world.9 And whilst BUY-ing proceeds apace, manufacturing contracts, and the 
term AUSTRALIAN MADE slips inexorably from our lexicon.  
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David Watson, Slow combustion, 2006 
 
Our lumbering black Osburn slow-combustion wood stove was top of the line 
when we installed it 17 winters ago. The robust Canadian appliance – redolent 
still of snow-laden fir trees and cosy log cabins – is fuel efficient and economical. 
But although it cranks out a lot of heat when it gets going, the warmth ascends 
swiftly into cavernous six-metre ceilings, and the Osburn struggles to warm the 
expansive tundra of the factory floor, even after a few hours. So for months on 
end we don jackets and beanies to keep warm. Sydney winters are colder than 
you might think, and a local spring keeps the earth, and hence the air, cool. An 
upside of our ‘primitive’ heating arrangements is that our stove operates very 
much as our family hearth, a flickering, primal, snuggly focus for the four of us. It 
not only provides warmth, but keeps the family close in a manner that the 
modern centrally-heated family home simply cannot match.  
 
The requirement to ‘forage’ for fuel each winter (I prefer not to purchase split logs 
but to recycle used local ‘scrap’ wood) also brings with it benefits of a human 
dimension. As liaisons and favours are exchanged, neighbours and strangers 
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met and assisted across the Inner West, skips are emptied of fossil fuel (4” x 2” 
hardwood joists bristling with rusty nails are a favourite), tipping fees minimised 
and garages cleared. Informal, inadvertent networks, bartering (‘I’ve got some 
lemons you could have’), physical exertion and old-fashioned conversation are 
welcome by-products of such foraging. In sourcing locally discarded lumber a 
good deal of historical knowledge can also be gleaned.  
 
A few years’ back, for example, we used as kindling some lovely Huon Pine 
floorboards torn from a cottage I had helped to renovate in Stephen Street, 
Balmain over the summer. As I split the deep yellow lustre and hard, dry quality 
of these finely grained boards, with every axe blow I mourned the towering 
forests destroyed south of Hobart, whilst appreciating the fine floor they made 
and the human pleasure they gave for over 100 years, even when covered with 
linoleum.10 
 
 
Davd Watson, Lino from Stephen Street, Balmain, 2007 
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The concrete floor we poured right through to the garage submerged Harding’s 
mighty wooden lathe, its deep pulley-wheel pit, and a dirt floor once the 
receptacle for a giant vortex-like spray booth. The factory would have been hot 
and noisy: seven men fitting out shops – an elegant deco ice-cream parlour in 
Kiama, the Paragon Refreshment Room in Katoomba – and banks in thriving 
centres and small towns across the state; refrigeration, ice chests and the like for 
pubs, hotels and other commercial concerns. Welding, cutting, grinding, drilling, 
glueing, filling, sanding, spray coating, drying, packing, dispatching... 
 
 
This Polaroid photograph, retrieved from the abandoned office of the derelict 
Harding’s factory in 1990, is the only archival image of the property we possess. 
It has come to symbolise all the goings on there before we happened along. The 
Polaroid’s faded industrial hues and chemically eroded corners offer up clues to 
the factory’s fate. 
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My Family and Other Animals11 
 
Harding’s solid hardwood loading dock now supports a small deck off our 
kitchen, and its heavy chain-operated roller shutter is the only clattering reminder 
of bygone industry. And yet each weekend in this now-quiet residential quarter, 
the genteel whir of the home-renovator’s Makita remains somewhat re-assuring, 
as it mingles with the shrill of Rainbow Lorikeets passing overhead.  
 
 
David Watson, Other Animals, 2007 
 
Animals – a panoply of fur and fin – live down here in the quiet coolth of Luca’s 
room. I can see wombats, a horse, a sheep, an emperor penguin, a prowling lion, 
a tiny dog, a colourful fish, a monkey. Under the mohair rug, safe and snug, lie a 
snake, a parrot, a killer whale, an elephant and a koala. There are dinosaurs on a 
shelf, dolphins cavorting gaily on a bedsheet and riding a glorious rolling ‘tube’ on 
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the wall. Two loving pandas wrestle on the floor in an Amazing Animals jigsaw. A 
three-foot gorilla with a tiny upholstered heart in his paw sits astride this kingdom. 
On the bedside table a lyrebird (10c coin) and a platypus (20c) are strewn 
casually beneath a copy of Louis de Bernières’ Red Dog.12 Even here, in my 
son’s bedroom, resonances of the indigenous and the introduced intertwine. A 
native Eastern Whipbird (made in China), which emits a rather poor rendition of 
the male’s piercing cry when squeezed, is a reminder that Luca will not hear the 
Whipbird as I once did growing up in leafy Dundas, where it hopped, fossicking 
for insects, beneath our hawthorn hedge. Whether indigenous or endangered, 
furry or flat, stitched or vacuum formed, these animals carry power for a child, in 
ways barely peceived by adults. They are talismans of strength, fragility, comfort, 
and hope often regardless of the quality of their reproduction. A complex 3D 
turtle decal mass-produced in Asia glints totem-like on the wall; a clunky hand-
crafted poker-work goanna, quasi-aboriginal in its motif, somewhat carelessly 
carved for an unsuspecting tourist market, waits devotedly on the bedside table. 
Animals seem ever able, too, to galvanise and inspire: whether rapier-like in the 
water (the swordfish of Leichhardt Swim Club) or as roaring league marauder 
(Wests Tigers), their wild avatars continue to signal super-human attainment. 
Ironing Luca’s Balmain Public School shirt each morning I am buoyed by its 
‘Learn to Live’ graphic, its flock of ascending pigeons above dockside cranes 
ensuring that peace and noble thought remain aloft alongside the daily grind. The 
sustained power of animals, and objects, in the increasingly virtual 21st-century 
worlds many of us inhabit, are themes to which I will return. 
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A Dinosaur in the Garage 
 
In LA, en route back to Sydney in 1989, after years living and working in London, 
Denise and I purchased a fabulous black 1965 Buick Riviera for $2000 from 
Virginia Gaunt, a Hollywood TV-producer’s widow. Petrol was a dollar a gallon, 
and we were off to Mexico! After the restraint and subtle greys of London, the 
‘black man’s Cadillac’ embodied all the delicious freedoms of America – its small 
town yearnings, restless road movies, bad bars, neon and billboards – with a hint 
of European styling.13 Yet, according to Virginia, the two-door Buick coupe with 
its 401-cubic-inch engine was ‘a lady’s car’, used primarily for shopping.14  
 
 
David Watson, Buick, 2006 
 
Because I loved its seductive lines and its history and because it toured so 
effortlessly I shipped the Riviera home, had the steering switched from LH drive, 
and drove it in Sydney for many years. Two decades on, our dream car has 
become something of a nightmare.  
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As if in fitting testament to changing times – volatility in the middle east, spiraling 
petrol prices, and gradually dawning environmental sensitivities – the dear old 
eight-cylinder, eight-mile-per-gallon dinosaur languishes mute and dust-laden in 
our garage. What a vivid tale she will tell the archaeologists one day – when they 
excavate Iron Cove for its middens, extinct wildlife and early-20th-century 
industrial flowering – of those glorious late millennial days of smoking and devil-
may-care motoring, the days before the massive penny dropped and we had to 
CUT IT OUT.  
 
The ‘close to home’ issues upon which this chapter has touched – contemporary 
dilemmas re industrial, domestic, and environmental sustainability – accompany 
most of us as we step out the door each morning. Some of these issues, visually 
amplified, embroider the pages of this thesis. My journey is punctuated also by 
pauses and pools for broader reflection upon photography, and family, and upon 
pace, place and progress.  
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David Watson, Jim’s Awning, 2008 
 
Although I’m not particularly handy, I help out where I can in our street. This 
is a piece of 86-year-old Jim Bartlett’s awning, which I helped replace. Jim’s 
wife May has lived at No. 1 Callan Street for 80 years, and their house today 
lies less than 20 metres from the six-lane surge of Victoria Road. A 
neighbour, salt-of-the-earth ex-Cockatoo Island boilermaker Bob McCollum 
(81), had cut up the old corrugated fiberglass sheets of Jim’s awning with his 
tin snips, and was bringing down a plastic bag full of them for our bin. ‘Hang 
on Bob’, I’d joked, ‘that’s my next exhibition you’ve got there in that bag!’  
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Chapter 4|Four False Starts 
 
The notion of recording and accurately recounting a slow and observant journey 
on foot escalates in degrees of complexity the longer one leaves the task of 
‘writing it up’. This is not necessarily a bad thing, as Jim’s Awning (see previous 
page) and the delicate bands of sandstone down on Callan Point attest, their 
rich, lichened patina and layered sedimentary depth formed only over time.  
 
Having made four false starts over one frustrating fortnight in 2010 attempting to 
capture what had seemed a fairly straightforward and speedy ‘first leg’ of my 
walk (Rozelle to Gladesville, October 2005) I have decided to present here each 
of my conflicting, confabulated attempts.  
 
 
 
For no walk (or life) is ever the walk (or life) it once was; its resonances and 
emotional rings radiate inevitably beneath and beyond the contours of our plans. 
My walk has become a memory of a walk, a dream of a walk, a night terror, an 
enchanted reverie of paths taken, barely trod, and yet to be made; an experiment 
in process, more rich than ever I imagined. 
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Aldermen, Ryde Council, 1945-47, from 
M. C. I. Levy’s Wallumetta: A History of Ryde and Its Districts 1792 to 19451 
 
Levy (see 4., above), a former lecturer at Sydney University, is a beacon of 
historical intelligence. His 1947 history of the district, Wallumetta, is a most 
diligent and interesting chronicle. Levy’s understanding of and sensitivity 
toward the Wallumedegal, the region’s first people, is exceptional, almost 
something of an historic aberration. 
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Local History – Passionless Moments?2 
 
To aid and abet my scant historical knowledge of the areas through which I am 
about to walk, I have researched and read a good many of the local histories on 
offer: from Leichhardt, to Drummoyne, through Gladesville, Putney, Ryde, 
Meadowbank and Melrose Park to Eastwood, Denistone, Marsfield, Dundas, 
Carlingford and Parramatta.3 They are a mixed bag, a few well researched and 
engaging; nearly all are written by men. Most follow a familiar recipe: decimated, 
cursorily mourned indigenes, battling founding pioneers (often convicts made 
good), benevolent gentry hand-in-glove with government, favourable land grants, 
the establishment of private estates, churches, schools and asylums, municipal 
incorporation, coats of arms, the coming of electricity, telephony, bridges, trams, 
railways, land subdivision, state housing plans, world wars, the coming of the 
automobile, and the establishment of thriving industry. Many of the more recently 
written histories note the disappearance of riverside manufacturing, the 
remediation of industrial sites and Sydney’s surging real estate market.4  
However, progress – cloaked often beneath that favourite old vaguely militaristic 
epithet, ‘The March of Time’ – is rarely questioned. As its benefits are bugled, its 
damage is seen largely as collateral, unavoidable. Terms such as ‘affluenza’, 
‘growth fetish,’ ‘climate change’ and ‘sustainability’ have not yet found their way 
into any Sydney suburban local history index. Some of the more homely, 
anecdotal compendiums – as opposed to those ‘official line’ histories 
commissioned by local councils – do succeed in evoking the suburban stew from 
which many of us have emerged, via a mix of personal recall, interview and 
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admirable independent research.5 But any critique surrenders usually to the 
saccharine, to sentiment such as this has always been a great place to live, 
and with any luck it should continue to be. Although fond and fair-dinkum 
connection lives on in local pockets, beauty, irony, cynicism and self-reflexivity 
appear largely absent (in this sense much local history might be said to be the 
antithesis of good contemporary art). In their cloying, linear obeisance to 
authority, official local histories in particular tend to eschew any fragility, any 
doubt or shimmering possibility beyond their trusty factual spines. There are no 
flights of fancy, no daydreams, no blockages nor veiled despair. No-one in their 
suburbs appears ever to have worried about where the next rent or mortgage 
payment might be coming from,6 suffered dreadful family loss or illness, nor 
remained in bed for a week unable to contemplate a trip to Franklins or a wheel 
alignment up at Bob Jane’s T-Mart.  
 
 
Jeff Wall, Mimic, 19827 
 
Although our nightly news is laden with the lascivious and locally unfortunate, 
suburban histories make no mention of crime, motor accidents, industrial 
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disputes, racial tensions or neighbourly feuds. As at a polite dinner party, politics 
and religion are eschewed. Most alarmingly of all, our local histories are entirely 
free of any allusion to literature, music, poetry, art or humour. Thus de-fanged, 
history, which ought to be fascinating, textured, occasionally even eccentric, is 
rendered dull, one-dimensional. Because we remain umbilically connected, 
unequivocally spliced to physical place via filaments of our birth, shared history 
and daily life (often enhanced via TV, cinema, music, and visual art) I believe that 
our suburbs and their variegated residents deserve better evocation, richer 
delineation.8 Surely even our drabbest postcodes carry (albeit sometimes latent) 
cargo rich in character, story and precious cultural rememberings?  
 
 
Eric Thake, An Opera House in every home, 1972 
 
The protagonists of our local histories are limited usually to those whose fiscal 
power, community influence or personal drive has ‘made a difference’. 
Reverence is reserved for the first and finest, generally Anglo footprints: grand 
houses overlooking bays, successful business forays into lumber and chemicals, 
family seats graciously subdivided.9 Ordinary people simply do not figure. 
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Because my journey west, through territories I thought that I knew, is on one 
level an attempt to ‘read the tea-leaves’, to understand not only what has passed, 
but what might be about to occur, I am thirsty for imagery which connects the 
past to now. Local history, it seems however, is best at depicting the past as 
another country, a quaint, simpler time. Photographs are often poorly reproduced 
or unimaginatively deployed; contemporary art, either unknown or untrusted, is 
absent; and because colour reproduction is rarely afforded, neither landscape 
painting nor colour photography receive their due. Consequently our municipal, 
everyday past remains less-well visualised than it might be; predominantly 
monochrome and often muddy, local history is I suspect especially unenticing for 
a new generation raised upon multi-hued interactive digital wonderment.  
 
All of which may go some way to explaining why I have come to love the 
Technicolor cover of Eric Russell’s otherwise plodding Drummoyne: A Western 
Suburbs’ History from 1794,10 and why I have sought out objects and imagery in 
diverse media via sources old and new with which to breathe life into my local 
history, my personally inflected, idiosyncratic, remembered, recounted, 
embroidered, sometimes mis-remembered and reconstituted odyssey.11  
 
I begin my journey west along Victoria Road, in Callan Street, Rozelle – right at 
the top of Eric’s cover shot (courtesy NSW Department of Main Roads) – just 
above that misleadingly cerulean blue sliver of Iron Cove... 
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The Gladesville Bridge spans the Paramatta River.12 To its top left lies 
Drummoyne Avenue, where my grandparents lived. At the top of the picture 
is another harbour crossing, the Iron Cove Bridge (1948) which my uncle 
Dick helped to construct before he contracted leukaemia and died aged just 
21. Four streets up the hill is our place. Higher up to the right lies Sydney 
College of the Arts, re-established at Kirkbride in the grounds of Rozelle 
Hospital (once Callan Park Asylum) in 1994. Victoria Road disappears away 
to the bottom right of the frame, west to Gladesville and beyond. The Sydney 
Harbour Bridge and Opera House lie approximately 3km to the left as the 
wulumay (snapper) swims, east up the harbour toward the Pacific Ocean.  
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Bad Reception 
 
Tim from Five Dock Antenna Service is on our roof in his battered old Dunlop 
Volleys. Even though its only 10am and I can smell booze on his breath, when he 
tells me we need a new aerial, I’m inclined to believe him.  
 
 
 
Decades of driving and climbing the tin and tile of suburban Sydney in search of 
better reception have deposited on his soul a certain laconic (or is it just tired?) 
wisdom. It’s not so much the work – he’s jack of the traffic – sometimes takes 
him an hour and a half to get across Sydney to a job nowadays. But nearing 60, 
Tim can still balance a screwdriver and a pair of cable-cutters on his sandshoe 
while he fiddles with our aerial, thirty foot off the ground, and joke about the 
‘water glimpses’ of Iron Cove we’d have, but for all those ‘ruddy casuarinas’. 
Trees are seemingly the sworn enemies of TV reception as well as views, in this 
hilly city. As we hack back the next door neighbour’s giant healthily-flowering 
native paperbark which, thrashing about in a southerly, has damaged our aerial, I 
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am reminded of a time not so long ago when the soft, papery limbs of that 
paperbark would have been used, not neatly butchered by German precision 
secateurs, obediently stacked in a black-plastic green-waste bin. Not collected by 
belching diesel compaction vehicle on Sunday evening, belly bloated with 
introduced species (asparagus fern, date palm, Madeira vine, ivy, geranium, 
wisteria and robinia), its unsettling acid-orange light spinning crazily up the street. 
No, that delicate paperbark would have been carefully removed (with a 
sharpened oyster shell) to cradle a newborn child, or to patch the damaged low-
slung casuarina-bark hull of an aboriginal fishing canoe (or nowie) so that dinner 
might be procured by the sharpened tip of a turban shell in the glimmering waters 
of Iron Bark (now simply Iron) Cove.   
 
 
Kate Nolan, Eora women honed their crescent-shaped hooks from the turban shell 
Turbo torquata13 
 
Several years ago I shot a series of colour photographs – Wulumay Close – 
images fuelled by rumination upon white settlement and contemporary beige 
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urban consolidation on my doorstep in urban Rozelle. Here in Callan Street, 
where, like so many Sydney-siders, we live only metres above sea-level, 
recognition that global warming and climate change are escalating in our wake 
adds urgency to such imaginings. Alarm with regard to over-consumption has 
added piquancy to existing conundrums here in the (Inner) West14 and has 
revivified debate around such gnarly dilemmas as work-life balance and ‘how 
much is enough.’ 
 
 
David Watson, Accident, Victoria Road, Rozelle, 26/11/09 
 
Climbing down off our roof, Tim confides that he has had a gutful of the city. He’s 
going to re-locate, head off down the South Coast. Do some real fishing:  
 You used to be able to get a decent feed here in the harbour… but now 
 they’ve banned fishing west of Abbotsford due to all the dioxins. My mate still 
 goes out in his tinnie… gets some nice Leatherjackets under Gladesville 
 Bridge… nice that is until you skin them and notice the lumps on their  spines. 
 You see, they’re bottom feeders… like me!’ 
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David Watson, Catch, 2005 
 
It’s flight or fight, really, isn’t it, I think… either get out, or circle the wagons.  
 
Me? Well I’m certainly looking forward to being able to see the Friday Night 
Football thanks to our new aerial. Oh, you mean after that? Well I’m certainly not 
going to run, or circle, but I think I can feel a walk coming on. To paraphrase 
Thoreau… I’m keen to get the Rozelle, the New South Wales, the Australia, out 
of my head and be sane a part of every day.15  
 
 149 
Trouble in Paradise? 
 
 
I’m looking forward to a time when a Sydney suburb takes the name of a 
contemporary artist, to a time when I might drive to Moffatt Street in Henson to 
get my lawnmower, or cordless drill repaired. Or conjure an indigenous presence 
out of the corner of my eye in Siwes Crescent.16 
 
 
Bill Henson, Untitled, 1980s 
 
During the 1980s Bill Henson’s photographs explored and in time extolled a new 
Australian suburban aesthetic. His images brought a complexity, mystery, power, 
and wildly ragged form and colour to municipal places (and feelings) we had until 
then only dreamt. Like many aspirants, I have witnessed Henson’s consistently 
astonishing oeuvre and his ascent to art-stardom with some pleasure: at last, a 
contemporary Australian photomedia artist fully embraced by the academy, at 
home and abroad. Almost single-handedly, Henson:  
 had transformed our image of sunny and available Australian suburbia –  
 streets, massing rooftops, empty car parks, into ravishing atmospheres 
 pregnant with demonic intimations.17 
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Bill Henson, Untitled #37, 1985-86 
 
Henson’s 1980s colour work, reminiscent of the loose-canon majesty of Nancy 
Rexroth’s IOWA,18 had inspired me to re-negotiate my own (visual) relationship 
with Australia after a number of years abroad. Accustomed to the low greys of 
London and the soft palette of Europe, I had been knocked out by the hue and 
form of home, and had been struggling to make images which spoke both of 
memory and now in suburban Sydney. For a decade I shot imagery which, in 
denying focus and reference to any particular place, attempted to leave room for 
the viewer’s poetic engagement. 
 
 
David Watson, Untitled, 1994   
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Another Australian who had long been deploying photography to powerful effect 
in suburban settings, was the Adelaide-born artist Fiona Hall (who grew up in 
southern Sydney). In her monograph Fiona Hall, Brisbane-based curator Julie 
Ewington writes that from the time of Hall’s earliest photographic work one could 
sense that there was ‘trouble in Paradise’.19 
 
 
Fiona Hall, Oatley, Sydney, 1974 
 
This well-known early image, of Hall’s next-door-neighbour’s backyard in 
southern suburban Sydney, brims with ordinariness and yet is tinged with 
menace. Its detail and casually arresting composition enable us to construct a 
myriad narratives. Has there been an argument with a recalcitrant adolescent 
‘helper’? Or perhaps Mum’s merely called out ‘luncho!’ and the old man’s up on 
the balcony with a beer? In any case, that old lemon tree could use a little 
fertilizer. To my mind this is suburban dreaming of the highest order, and Hall at 
her finest.  
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Fiona Hall, Leura, New South Wales, 1974 
 
Domesticity, comfort, our ambiguous relationship with(in) nature, the indigenous 
and the introduced – concerns to which Hall would return for decades to come 
via suites of increasingly complex work – are central to Leura, New South Wales. 
This most celebrated of her early photographs is an exquisite study in two floral 
patterns, on an armchair and on a carpet, at a friend’s house in the Blue 
Mountains.20 The delicious (and most Australian) irony is of course that these 
imported fabrics, ‘the poor relations of the great European decorative traditions’21 
have primacy of place here within cooee of Govett’s Leap, which overlooks some 
of the finest, most ancient eucalypt forest on the east coast.  
 
A raft of not dissimilar ironies awaits discovery, I suspect, on my journey west 
from Rozelle. 
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Where the Rubber Meets the Road22 
 
 
Vincent Van Gogh, Painter on the Road to Tarascon, 1888 
 
‘Real painters do not paint things as they are ... they 
paint them as they themselves feel them to be’.23 
 
Each school day begins with a split-second juggle of milos, sock finding, piano 
appreciation, cheque writing, hair combing and book reading. A modicum of 
gypsy-stubble seems only to assist the seamless multi-tasking, the daily honing 
of one’s circus skills. But on the days that I go walking I attempt to temper the 
frenetic 21st-century pace. I take pleasure in taking time, making sure, for 
example, that I have wet weather gear, fruit, water and a hearty sandwich in my 
old rucksack. Ensuring that my camera, wrapped carefully in an old black ‘sloppy 
joe’, is stowed well away from that soft-looking banana. Pen, pencil, glasses, 
notebook. And despite my somewhat unkempt tramp-like attire – unfailingly 
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unironed shirt and trousers, frayed Dunlop Volleys24 and a well-worn Akubra – I 
like to make time on these special, slower days, for prolonged ablutions, a decent 
shower (‘not too long or we’ll empty Warragamba’)25 and a close-shave. To 
achieve the latter I invariably find my way to a tiny but adequate circular shaving 
mirror on the bathroom wall. Reflected in this looking glass, as if by serendipitous 
magic, is the always arresting multi-hued mosaic of David R. Horton’s map of 
Aboriginal Australia, pinned purposefully on the wall of our entranceway. As I don 
my light daypack, adjust my hat, and turn the key, it is with this image copied 
deep into my visual cortex that I commence my journey across Sydney on foot. 
 
 
David R. Horton Aboriginal Australia, 1996 
 
Victoria Road, my intended route, is a major, oft-clogged six-lane city artery 
which snakes and snarls the 20km west from White Bay to Parramatta, across 
lands once roamed by the clans of the Wallumedegal. By name and history the 
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road is emblematic of far-flung empire, of white settlement, hard-won colonial 
‘victory’, and progress.26  
 
 
David Watson, Holden hubcap shard  
(found on Victoria Road, Rozelle), 2006 
 
 
Tellingly – as Australia wrestles half-heartedly with notions of a republic, of 
severing all ties with the ‘motherland’ – the triumphant lion of Empire spins on 
each and every automotive moment, subliminally commemorated in the logo of 
that most-Australian-of-all enterprises, the Holden motor car.27 As my rubber 
soles meet the road for the very first time outside our factory home in Callan 
Street, Rozelle, hybrid ciphers of belonging are thus already close at hand and 
underfoot as capital, community and creativity ricochet, echo, atomise, 
reconfigure. The footpath, disfigured earlier in the millennium by Rupert Murdoch 
(Foxtel’s broadband cable roll-out) and strewn with natural indigenous hazards 
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(slippery Casuarina nuts and needles), is no place for a novice. For beneath 
bitumen and above, the times they are a changing, perhaps more rapidly than 
ever before in human history. In inner-urban suburbs like Rozelle heady decades 
of globalisation coupled with spiralling oil and petroleum prices have fuelled 
frantic urban consolidation. Evaporating industry and escalating real-estate 
prices have thrown a spanner into previously bolted-on working-class 
communities; many have decamped further west or to the Central Coast, and 
Rozelle today is home largely to tertiary-educated working families: IT specialists, 
engineers, doctors and creatives. 
 
 
 
David Watson, Leatherjacket fillets drying outside ‘Balmain Bob’ Gault’s 
motorcyle repair shop on Victoria Road, Rozelle, 201028 
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Denise Corrigan, Ros in Callan Street, 2009  
 
Whilst the gnarled face of light industry may have departed Rozelle, new, 
creative urban glues, emerge.29 From a modest home studio at No. 17 highly 
regarded clarinetist Ros Dunlop has taught music to local children and adults for 
two decades. Across the road lives Super 8 film-legend and artist Mark Titmarsh. 
The today-renowned painter Imants Tillers lived three doors down in the 1980s, 
and the trees his wife Jenny Slatyer planted are today a towering forest above 
the modest cottage-scape. Artist, writer and activist Ian Burn also lived locally (up 
the hill in Moodie Street) until his tragic drowning, aged 53, in 1993.   
 
 
Denise Corrigan, Sunday painters in McCleer Street, Rozelle, 201030  
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Often thanks to new technology, a growing number of local artists, musicians and 
artisans now create work from home. These new settlers have spawned a new 
generation of children, whose urban future kindles new concerns.31  
 
 
David Watson, Shared Zone, 2011 
 
Issues like sustainable city living, bush regeneration and solar power enter the 
local frame. Social cohesion is back, fanned often as not by shared cultural and 
environmental passions and by opposition to over-development. Although many 
residents are busier than they might like to be, earning a living, others are 
consciously removing their foot from the accelerator.32 In our street at least there 
is a sense abroad that we, as a society, have reached terminal velocity.33 
 
It is with these thoughts in mind, this ‘back story’, that I step expectantly, avoiding 
a neatly deposited dog dropping, across our deep sandstone gutter on a sunny 
Wednesday morning and head down past the local electricity sub-station toward 
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Iron Cove and Victoria Road. The Dutch couple across the street (frequent fliers, 
global corporates of indeterminate age) who glide out of Callan Street in their 
smart Audi each morning early, before I’ve got the kids to school, would be 
already into their third meeting. 
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1977. 
19 Julie Ewington, Fiona Hall (Sydney: Piper Press, 2005), 27. 
20 Ibid., 30.  
21 Ibid. 
22 An American expression meaning ‘the most important point for something, the moment of 
truth’. 
23 Dennis Farr, Michael Peppiatt, Sally Yard, Francis Bacon: A Retrospective (Harry N Abrams, 
1999). 
24 Long the favoured footwear of the bushwalker, Dunlop Volleys were inspired by Australian 
tennis legend Adrian Quist, who brought a pair of rubber-soled shoes home from California in 
1939. Flexible, inexpensive and easily dried, their sure grip herringbone-patterned sole is also 
prized by those engaged in roof-tiling, wood-chopping and lawn-mowing. ‘While flashy designer 
sports shoes spruik the tyranny of modern fashion, Volleys chant a quiet mantra of substance… 
they’re sort of Mahatma Gandhi, Evonne Goolagong-Cawley and Martin Luther King expressed in 
a sandshoe.’ writes John Harms in ‘Why I Love Dunlop Volleys’, The Age, Melbourne, 17 January 
2004. 
25 As I remind 8-year-old Luca in 2005. Warragamba Dam supplies Sydney with drinking water. 
Its name derives from two aboriginal words, ‘warra’ and ‘gamba’, together understood to mean 
‘water running over rocks’. 
26 Originally The Government Road, re-named Weston Road in the 1870s, Victoria Road was 
gazetted in 1939. Enabled by bridges at Iron Cove (1882) and Gladesville (1885) the route 
connected ‘remote’ districts north west of the harbour (eg Putney, Kissing Point, Eastwood) which 
until that time had relied largely on water-borne transport. Victoria Road takes in the lower 
reaches of the Great North Road, the colony’s first convict-constructed route north to the 
Hawkesbury (which originally crossed Parramatta River by punt at Abbotsford for Gladesville). 
Victoria Road honours Queen Victoria, Britain’s longest-reigning monarch (1837-1901). 
Connoting colonial aspiration and development, ‘Victoria’ is synonymous with Britain's great age 
of industrial expansion, economic progress and, especially, empire. At the time of Queen 
Victoria’s death (the same year Australia celebrated Federation), it was said that Britain had a 
worldwide empire on which the sun never set. 
27 ‘The first Holden emblem was a life-sized wooden horse, which stood above the entrance of 
the Holden and Frost saddlery and carriage works in Adelaide. A new logo subsequently 
commissioned was based upon the Egyptian-style ‘Wembley Lion’ of London’s 1924-5 British 
Empire Exhibition. According to fable, the principle of the wheel was suggested to primitive man 
when observing the lion rolling a stone. Thus inspired, the pre-eminent Australian sculptor of the 
day, George Rayner Hoff, created the “lion and stone” sculpture, replicated on a pressed metal 
plate and affixed to all bodies built by Holden’s Motor Body Builders from 1928.’ A stylized version 
of Rayner Hoff’s original remains the Holden logo today. http://www.holden.com.au (accessed 13 
February 2007). Ironically, Holden is a wholly owned subsidiary of the US corporate giant General 
Motors. 
28 Fish drying (on a metal bed frame) has gone the way of many a local trade/custom and no 
longer enriches the Rozelle streetscape. In 2010 proprietor ‘Balmain Bob’ Gault was forced to 
vacate his premises at 168 Victoria Road to make way for re-development of the adjoining ex-
Tigers (and, briefly proposed, Sydney Metro) site. Shant Fabricatorian, ‘Post-mortem reveals the 
real victims of Metro,’ Inner West Independent, 22 April 2010, 4.  
29 Light industry until not so long ago included commercial fish farming toward the top of Callan 
Street near Victoria Road.   
30 Ironically (Burn was a great appropriator of such landscapes) and unbeknowns to them, these 
women were painting the house in which Ian Burn once lived and painted (the house in which his 
widow Avril still lives). 
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31 Like room to roam and play safely: access to public harbourside lands at Callan Park and the 
street as a 10km/hr Shared Zone.   
32 ‘Affluenza’, ‘growth fetish’ and ‘downshifting’, are terms regularly employed by Australian social 
commentators Clive Hamilton and Hugh McKay. Their fears re our contemporary predicament 
echo those of a long line of US consumer debunkers from Ralph Nader to Michael Moore, Naomi 
Klein and Morgan Spurlock (Super Size Me [2004]).  
33 Interestingly, Callan Street was amongst the first of Leichhardt Municipality’s narrow residential 
thoroughfares to be gazetted as a ‘Shared Zone’ (in which motor vehicles are limited to 10 km/hr 
and pedestrians have priority), in 2006. The idea of pedestrians (including children) sharing roads 
with cars was met inititially with some trepidation, but, assisted by speed humps, the 
implementation of Shared Zones has been broadly embraced (by 2011 some 50 streets had been 
gazetted across the municipality).  
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David Watson’s route north-west on foot from Rozelle, 
October 2005 
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Chapter 5|Walking With Cars  
 
 
 
Just over a hundred metres to the east of the Iron Cove Bridge lies the 
Pumphouse, a harbourside exhibition space in-waiting. Across the water from the 
ex-Goodyear Tyre factory at Birkenhead Point, transformed in the 1980s into 
multi-level consumer retail, and surrounded by a veritable phalanx of new 
designer apartments, the high ceilings and heritage brick of the 1909 Pumphouse 
are the only remnant and reminder of the massive plant and generating might of 
the Balmain Power Station.1 The building speaks eloquently of a very different 
century, of a time when Sydney’s inner harbour bore the brunt of heavy industry, 
an era remote from the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) and water 
quality testing. Back then Balmain was tighter knit, working class, and local kids 
duck-dived in an Iron Cove warm from the outfall of the power station’s cooling 
pipes.2 Today as I begin my walk, I imagine The Pumphouse showing an 
exhibition of contemporary prints by a local artist remarkably germane to my 
ramblings, and to my own photographic work. It must be something in the water! 
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Natural Wonders  
 
Natural Wonders, Bruce Latimer’s suite of densely rendered etchings of Sydney’s 
inner west as it was/is/might well be again soon, is a clarion call to those of us 
who inhabit a city living somewhat beyond its means. His delicate, sometimes 
humorous imaginings marry real-time locations with scenarios pregnant with 
fecund floral and faunal return.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bruce Latimer, Iron Cove, 2004 
 
Iron Cove, for example, features flocks of birds, fish, insects and wallabies in 
greater numbers than have frequented Rozelle for some centuries, on the point 
of re-colonising the Iron Cove Bridge, its foreshore and elegantly-architectured 
19th-century buildings. A fanciful conceit, perhaps – yet salutary at this time of 
‘inconvenient truths’ with regard to global warming – to remember that only 
15,000 years ago Sydney Harbour (and thus Iron Cove) was a waving grass 
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meadow valley 20km further from the coast than it is today.3 In Latimer’s Growth 
Plan (2005) vines of globally warm virulence twist and entwine the cleanly 
engineered lines of the Anzac Bridge across Rozelle Bay in Pyrmont, its taut 
steel cables supporting a veritable rain forest of organic usurpers. And in Rocky 
Road (2007) sandstone crags redolent of the Three Sisters invade and destroy 
the fluid transit of eight madding lanes of ant-like vehicles on the bridge’s city 
approach. Victoria Road and, by analogy, all furious transit-ways of the 
developed and developing world, are thus brought to book for ‘traffic 
infringements’ of a most serious, primal nature.  
 
Preternatural change has been the hallmark of this most desirable of cities since 
1788, and Sydney’s lazy suburban sprawl owes everything to its avid embrace of 
the motor car in an age of affordable fuel.4 Environmental critique by 
contemporary artists tends to be wise ‘after the fact’ rather than before it,5 and 
few have sought to visualise the potential future legacies of this city’s 
unstoppable growth in particular, recognisable locations.6 The ‘what if’ power of 
Latimer’s images derives both from his detailed observation and rendering of 
natural and artificial urban form, and from his real fondness for the environs of 
Rozelle, the chameleon locale he has inhabited, walked and drawn since 1993, 
when he returned to Australia after an extended period in ‘The Big Apple’. 
Absence/return, image/reality are evidently key concerns; however, whilst 
countless doomsday scenarios (from King Kong to 9/11) have been enacted 
upon that metropolis, Sydney’s sea of visual ecstacy appears rarely to have been 
disturbed.7  
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In Natural Wonders, art and socio-cultural historian Ann Stephen observes:  
 Latimer imagines a parallel world to that of the reigning corporate aesthetic 
 of the 21st century … in his deceptively titled Growth Plan the view spans 
 one of those achingly beautiful inlets of Sydney Harbour that have 
 mesmerised successive generations of white artists from the First Fleet on, 
 through Arthur Streeton to Lloyd Rees and his many acolytes. Yet in this 
 print the colour of water is pitch black and confined on all sides by man-
 made incursions.8  
 
Against the looming spectre of ‘peak oil’ and Australia’s sluggish political 
response to global warnings, the warm bath that is Sydney grows a trifle cold.9 
Another Inner West artist – Balmain-based sculptor Michael Snape – was among 
the first of our concerned local citizens to publicly sound the petroleum alarm, 
with his heavy (in both senses) public artwork/intervention just off Victoria Road, 
opposite the derelict White Bay Power Station.  
 
 
Michael Snape  Balmain Traffic Song  
Robert Street, Balmain, 1999  
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Rustier and more relevant than ever, it continues today to serenade passing 
motorists with its clunky tirade, pulling no punches, industrially hand-cut in child-
like script out of 1” steel…  
Our lives are led. The streets are full. The air is filled with the 
wretched fuel. At night the cars are tucked up tight as the curb 
allows. By day they flee on a shopping spree, the Mullens Darling 
run. Past town we come past old White Bay at 80, 90, a hundred k. 
The roads are drains we waste along. Robert Street here we come. 
We’re changing up. You can hear us roar. From time and peace you 
will hear no more. There’s work and space and things to do. While 
the engine is running our blood does too. We lock them and shine 
them and make them sing. Their song is a siren, the Balmain sting. 
STOP. There is something we think we cannot do. There are currents 
and waves and tides too. There’s a voice that is rising and floating 
along and we can steer it and shape it and make it as strong as the 
voice of the reason of machinery’s song. So while logic and facts and 
circumstances declare, a brave new voice returns the stare. It can be 
done. The cars will go. We must show belief can know.  
 
There are loping 19th-century echoes of ‘Banjo’ (A. B. Paterson) and ‘The Bard’ 
(Henry Lawson) in the rhythms and fervour of Snape’s verse. But this time, way 
beyond the city vs the bush or the working men vs the bosses, we’re all in it 
together, all in the same boat. Or car. Interestingly, and intentionally I feel sure, 
Snape’s sculpture is of a scale and density such that it is only motorists ‘at a 
stand-still’ in traffic, or those who pass by on foot who are able to read it.  
 
Across the globe on another car-besieged continent at the turn of the millennium 
W. G. Sebald reflected eloquently upon our contemporary predicament:  
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Waking up in Venice is unlike waking up in any other place. The day begins 
quietly. Only a stray shout here and there may break the calm, or the sound 
of a  shutter being raised, or the wing-beat of the pigeons. How often, I 
thought to  myself, had I lain thus in a hotel room, in Vienna or Frankfurt or 
Brussels, with my hands clasped under my head, listening not to the 
stillness, as in Venice, but to the roar of the traffic, with a mounting sense of 
panic. That, then, I thought on such occasions, is the new ocean. 
Ceaselessly, in great surges, the waves roll in over the length and breadth of 
our cities, rising higher and higher, breaking in a kind of frenzy when the roar 
reaches its peak and then discharging across the stones and the asphalt 
even as the next onrush is being released where it was held by the traffic 
lights. For some time now I have been convinced that it is out of this din that 
the life is being born which will come after us and will spell our gradual 
destruction, just as we have been gradually destroying what was there long 
before us.10  
 
 
David Watson, Petrolemum, 2006 
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Go Well Go Shell 
 
Walking past the Shell service station is a surprisingly odd sensation as I head 
west off the Iron Cove Bridge. After all, this is usually where I spin in for fuel in 
the old Merc, feeling vaguely, increasingly criminal for still driving a heavy, six-
cylinder petrol guzzler, ‘the gold living-room’, as someone dubbed it recently.  
 
 
Edward Burtynsky, Breezewood, Pennsylvania, 2008, from the Oil series11 
 
 
On foot, I am becoming pleasantly prone to flights of photographic and art-
historical fantasy, to reverie unthinkable whilst threading two tonnes of metal 
down a busy six-lane artery. Here, entering upwardly-mobile Drummoyne, 
Victoria Road is flanked, as if to herald entrance to suburbia proper, by not one 
but two Shell outlets. And this mirroring, this corporate pincer movement (if we 
don’t get you on the way out, we’ll get you on the way back) delivers what will 
become a regular (or should I say unleaded?) flashback to the deadpan beauty 
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of Ed Ruscha’s Twenty Six Gasoline Stations (1962) and Every Building on the 
Sunset Strip (1966).  
 
Yet the panoply of choice along this decidedly American-looking ribbon has 
dwindled due to amalgamating brands and site consolidation. Gone are the 
graphics, gift-promotions and distinctive architecture of, for example, Ampol, 
Esso, Golden Fleece and Total. Today, with a mere 15 streamlined self-serve 
fossil-fuel outlets between White Bay and Parramatta, I am surely not the only 
Australian to recall somewhat nostalgically the curious petro-chemical ironies of 
collecting Shell nature cards and putting a tiger in one’s tank.12  
 
 
Shell encouraged motorists to elide the freedom which motoring facilitated 
with the wonders of the natural world, providing Australians with flower 
embellished maps, collectable cards and albums (e.g. insects, butterflies). In 
1930s Britain the company commissioned artists like Paul Nash to create 
Shell Guides to regions of special natural and cultural interest. 
 
Little is as it seems along this once-all-too-familiar strip of concrete and tar. As I 
dawdle, Victoria Road swiftly morphs into a cascading warren of memory and 
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association; unbidden mnemonics, oyster-like, begin to accrete and embroider 
my every step. At the nearest Shell bowser a Chinese-Australian in smart garb is 
filling up a sleek black saloon.13 Her unforgettable number plate – IM BOSS –  
conjures instantly and unexpectedly an image of my well-groomed grandmother 
Ruth, a successful local businesswoman. She, husband Ernest and Ranger the 
black Labrador, lived in a largish liver-brick house overlooking the Parramatta 
River in Drummoyne Avenue, Drummoyne. At a time when few women were 
bosses in Australia, Ruth ran A. E. Miles and Co, a real estate agency in Victoria 
Road, with my grandfather, until ill-health forced their retirement around 1970.  
 
 
Unknown photographer, Ruth Miles at the office   
A. E. Miles & Co, 178 Victoria Road, Drummoyne, c. 1960  
 
Remembered fondly but barely today via filaments of fine English mohair blanket 
and bed-time Bible-reading, diligent and honourable Ruth Miles, President of the 
Soroptimists’ Guild, obviously enjoyed the visibility of her official role and the 
occasional luncheon. Her natural reserve would have swiftly extinguished, 
however, any thought of personalised plates. 
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1894 subdivision of William Wright’s estate 
 
My grandparents’ rather stolid, resolutely British house was built on what were 
once the majestic grounds of William Wright’s Drummoyne House,14 but the only 
vestiges of their grandeur in the 1960s were a dilapidated tennis court and some 
massive camphor laurels.15 When Ernest died, Ruth married an English colonel 
who’d served in India and was fond of orchids; the Drummoyne peninsular 
became for me forever riven with the manners, heirlooms and smells of empire.   
 
Professor John Smith, who photographed Wright’s Drummoyne House, its 
capacious grounds, and his daughters in the 1850s, was a well-regarded 
stereoscopic photographer. By way of his expertise, varied interests and energy 
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Smith epitomised a time when science and art – still firmly wed – were advanced 
by men of education and privilege. Smith came to Australia in 1852 from 
Aberdeen as Foundation Professor of Chemistry and Experimental Physics at the 
University of Sydney.16 
 
 
John Smith, William Wright and Friends at Drummoyne House,  
telescope in background; two other women nearby, mid-1850s 
 
How delighted might he have been to learn that – thanks to unimaginable 
advances in applied science and home computing – one wet Sunday afternoon a 
century and a half later one might arrive unannounced on Wrights’ verandah to 
join their party, perhaps to gaze by telescope across the Parramatta River to 
Hunters Hill, at the lazy click of a mouse? Or scroll forward to enjoy vistas of 
Drummoyne as a crisp turn-of the-century pleasure resort or bucolic hand-
coloured waterfront. Today the topography, girdled by concrete, is all but 
unrecognisable. 
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Charles Kerry, Parramatta River at Drummoyne 
‘Sydney Pleasure Resorts Series 57’ 
 
The original Gladesville Bridge, completed in 1881, spans the river to the top 
right of Kerry’s postcard. Inscribed ‘MAB Photo’, the image below was produced, 
probably as a postcard, by the Broadhurst Photo Co. William Henry Broadhurst 
began publishing postcards around 1900; courtesy of Sydney’s fast expanding 
mass-transit routes, he would take a ferry, tram or train as far as he could before 
continuing on foot to his intended photographic destination. Many of Broadhurst’s 
photographs depict the nascent streetscapes of Sydney’s leafy northern suburbs; 
most were hand coloured by his daughters.  
 
 
Broadhurst and Co., Drummoyne Wharf, 1920s   
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David Watson, The Scottish Clan and Tartan Kilt Hire Shop,  
212 Victoria Road, Drummoyne, 2005 
 
For years I had wanted to call in at The Scottish Clan and Tartan Shop up on 
‘flat-topped ridge’, but somehow the Victoria Road transit lane system had 
always defeated me.17 I’d imagined selecting a fine Fraser tartan for my old Dad 
(who never tired of telling me that his kith and kin hailed from just north of Fort 
William, past which I’d pedalled, oblivious to our ancestry, on a solo journey 
around Scotland in 1985). But having recently read Don Watson’s Caledonia 
Australis I was uncertain just how much heritage I could handle.18 Watson’s 
saddening account of the Scots’ appalling behaviour in Gippsland (where some 
of my own relatives had settled), and his revelation of a number of calculated 
aboriginal massacres by ‘landholders’ there, had made me less than buoyant. 
The purchase of a teatowel or a small bottle of marmalade, I remember thinking, 
might have to suffice. But arriving on foot at 10.30am, 'Wee Jonnie' Fowler, the 
shop’s diminutive, already ruddy Scots proprietor, welcomes and swiftly whips 
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me up a rough ancestral line on his pre-printed stationery. Having told him briefly 
of my walk he suggests I bone up on the seanachie – the wandering bards who 
once brought news to their far-flung Gaelic and Celtic communities – keeping 
story, myth and oral tradition alive as they circumnavigated their ‘country’ each 
year on foot. I am reminded as I leave, gift-less but unexpectedly richer for my 
visit, that such traditions live on even today in the journeying and telling of our 
poets, writers, artists and photographers, and that Aboriginal people have carried 
their culture and news by word of mouth, on foot, for millennia. Somehow though, 
these undoubtedly storied lands still feel a little light on story.  
 
With my antennae primed by inquisitive and eclectic local research on-line and in 
the field, as I walk I begin to stumble upon the work of a variety of under-sung 
local 20th-century creatives and commercial photographers.19 Although such 
figures rarely enjoy full institutional embrace, and most will remain encamped far 
from the walls and halls of high art, brushes with their lives and images have 
invaluably illuminated my way.20 
 
Old Coot Walking21 
 
Another, more contemporary image-maker of idiosyncratic interest is ex-
accountant Alan Waddell, who began walking Sydney’s suburbs with a compact 
digital camera in his late eighties, after the death of his wife in 2002. Believing 
simply that ‘You've got to walk to find out how the people live’, and spurred on by 
his physician who advised that if he didn’t walk every day, he’d soon be in a 
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wheelchair, Waddell published his images not as postcards, but as the 
extraordinarily popular (if not particularly profound) blog, Walk Sydney Streets.22 
Having set himself the daunting task of walking every suburban street in Sydney, 
Alan made a pretty fair fist of it, over five years. By the time he could walk no 
longer he had traversed every street in 287 of Sydney’s 631 suburbs.23 Waddell’s 
feat continues to capture the imagination of people worldwide; throughout 2008, 
2009 and 2010, his site rated No. 1 out of a possible 436 million searches for 
'walk' on Google.  
 
 
John Waddell, Alan Waddell Walking in Five Dock, 2007 
 
Here Waddell comes upon a fine piece of vernacular outdoor carpeting 
(reminiscent to the cognoscenti of Rosemary Laing’s groundspeed) in Five Dock.  
Unlike Laing’s highly wrought referencing of colonial under- and overlay, in which 
she carpets a NSW south coast forest floor with carefully fitted Axminster, 
nonagenerian Waddell’s images exude merely the spirit of someone delighted  
still to be alive; his photo-snaps revel in Sydney’s raucous colour palette and the 
visual conundrums so beloved of many who roam our suburbs with a camera. 
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Louise Hawson is another such municipal flâneur (or should I say seanachie?) 
with a popular contemporary blog.24 
 
‘Wagga’s Max Dupain’25 
 
Drummoyne-born-and-bred lensman Tom Lennon, whose photographic archives 
were recently resuscitated and made digitally accessible by the Powerhouse 
Museum and the Charles Sturt University Regional Archives in Wagga, was a 
commercial and portrait photographer who operated a studio at 64 Victoria Road, 
Drummoyne during the 1930s and 1940s.26 
 
 
Unknown photographer, Tom Lennon - ‘one way, my way’, undated  
 
Lennon was a strong personality, compassionate, but sometimes difficult with 
colleagues. He once wrote beside a photograph of himself, quoting John Stuart 
Mill (1869): ‘That so few now dare to be eccentric, marks the chief danger of our 
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time.’27 Early in his career Lennon captured a series of images particularly 
germane to this project, the short-lived but extraordinary Sydney phenomenon of 
‘mystery hikes’.  
 
 
Tom Lennon, Palmer’s Mystery Hike No. 2  
(Valley Heights to Penrith, 10 July 1932) 
 
In 1932 five mystery hikes around Sydney were organised by the railways, with 
department store F. J. Palmer and Sons as commercial sponsor. Hikers 
purchased a two-shilling train ticket from Central Station on a Sunday to a 
mystery destination. The hikes were enormously popular; the third Mystery Hike 
from Cowan Station to the Hawkesbury River on 24 July 1932 used 12 trains to 
carry almost 8,000 participants.28 Walkers could of course now also document 
their own experience in the romantic bush landscape with the newly accessible, 
relatively lightweight Kodak Box Brownie camera.29 The coalescence of 
advances in transport and camera technology thus helped to make the Australian 
countryside more accessible, giving people the opportunity to develop a love for 
their surroundings and to share their experience, visually, with others.  
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Heeding the call of the countryside eventually himself, Lennon departed Sydney 
in 1955 to take up a post with the The Daily Advertiser in Wagga Wagga, where 
his passion for local photography and 16mm movie-making further blossomed.30  
 
Nowadays, whenever I fill-up with 91 Regular Unleaded at either of those Shell 
outlets on Victoria Road and find myself forced to decline, yet again, the 
purchase of discounted sweets with my fuel, I glance over to No. 64 and quietly 
acknowledge the spirit of Tom Lennon.  
 
 
Sam Calder, Fire Engine, Drummoyne, 1979  
 
As place and new-found imagery continue to accrete and entwine, both memory 
and experience are enriched. For example, my approach to the Gladesville 
Bridge is often as not these days accompanied by recall of the distinctive low-
tech oeuvre of local photographer Sam Calder, who has posted a number of 
images from his personal archive over recent years on the web. This image, shot 
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from a house at 272 Victoria Road, Drummoyne, is to my mind quintessential 
argon-illuminated suburban dreaming. A leaden sky, acid-traced tarmac and a 
row of all-suffering bungalows opposite are eloquently mute as liquid traffic 
pumps all hours like fuel across ‘flat-topped ridge’. Adds Calder: ‘If my memory 
serves me well, the red streak was a fire engine. But my memory does not serve 
me well.’31 
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1 Balmain Power Station was razed by Hong Kong-based developers Australand in 2001 to 
create the residential apartment developments ‘Balmain Shores’, ‘Atelier’ and ‘Balmain Cove’. 
2 Peggy Hancock, our Callan Street neighbour, whose family lived until the 1950s near Balmain 
Power Station, remembers her brothers swimming in a thus-warmed Iron Cove.  
3 The coast lay 20km farther east at that time. 
4 Lawn and the ¼ acre block were suburban wishes granted largely by affordable petroleum. 
5 For example, Imants Tillers’ knowing 1974-75 appropriation of Summer, an idyllic early 20th-
century landscape painting by Hans Heysen, its ‘nature’ re-worked to include woodsmen with 
axes. Tillers’ brush is of course more broadly (if still somewhat retrospectively) loaded, his ‘art 
about art’ seeking to implicate representation itself, in some form of ongoing colonially induced 
landscape lie. 
6 Although photo documentary has focused extensively upon urban decay and re-birth (eg Mickey 
Allen’s portraits of the industrially endangered yet resilient community of Botany Bay, Catherine 
Rogers’ series charting the changing economic and architectural complexion of the Parramatta 
River), and contemporary Australian artists like Derek Kreckler (eg White Goods), Rosemary 
Laing (eg one dozen unnatural disasters in the Australian landscape) and Fiona Hall regularly 
take eccentric aim at the surreal horrors, delights, ironies and implications of globalised 
consumption, with an Australian ‘accent’. 
7 For example: Max Dupain’s seminal sunbather, Brett Whiteley’s languorous line, Ken Done’s 
colourful simplicity, the underwater delirium of Martine Emdur or Trent Park; even Anne Zahalka’s 
mischievous re-staged photographic appropriations seem somehow unbarbed, sunny, harmless.   
8 Bruce Latimer, Natural Wonders exhibition catalogue (Sydney: Australian Galleries, 2008). 
9 ‘Peak oil’ is acknowledged as the point, reached in 2006, beyond which global oil capacity will 
only fall. ‘With the inevitable decline of fossil fuels, are today’s suburbs destined to become the 
slums of tomorrow?’ asks Canadian director Gregory Greene in his illuminating 2006 
documentary The End of Suburbia: Oil Depletion and the Collapse of the American Dream. 
10 W. G. Sebald, Vertigo (London: Harvill Press, 2000), 63. [first published in English 1999; 
originally published as Schwindel. Gefühle (Frankfurt am Main: Vito von Eichborn Verlag, 1990)]. 
11 The Canadian photo-artist’s decade-long project documents the life-cycle of ‘black gold’… its 
extraction, refinement, storage, and freight, its seductive affordability and profligate exploitation 
throughout the 20th century, its contemporary environmental legacies and finite future.  
12 ‘Put a Tiger in Your Tank’ was Esso’s sales pitch during the 1960s.   
13 There are 24 bowsers on offer within 50 metres. 
14 Wright was a merchant and island trader who named his holding Drummoyne Park after his 
Scottish family home at Drummoyne on the River Clyde. ‘Your Sydney: Your Suburb’, Inner West 
Courier, September 2007, 18.  
15 Imported originally from the Orient as a botanic planting in the early decades of the colony, 
camphor laurels were promoted again in the 1880s when then NSW Premier Sir Henry Parkes 
imported seedlings from Hiroshima in the belief that a lucrative local industry might be soon 
created in manufacturing celluloid (a burgeoning medium for the camera-based arts, and the-
impending international goldrush that was cinema). Today the camphor laurel is deemed an 
invasive species across coastal Australia. 
16 http://www.medfac.usyd.edu.au/medicine/museum/mwmuseum/index.php/Photographs_taken 
_by_the_Faculty%27s_first_Dean,_Professor_John_Smith (accessed 16 September 2010).  
17 Drummoyne is a Gaelic word meaning ‘flat-topped ridge’. See footnote 14. 
18 Don Watson, Caledonia Australis: Scottish Highlanders on the Frontier of Australia (Sydney: 
Collins, 1984). 
19 For example the photographers Tom Lennon, Sam Calder, Gustav Wolfers, Don McPhedran, 
A. E. Foster, Rex Hazlewood, and Robert Hallams, and local artists Bert Gallop, Esmé Hopkins 
and Alfred Cook. 
20 The documentary/press photographer Sam Hood is an exception: Hood was celebrated via 
Alan Davies’ exhibition and catalogue Sydney Exposures: Through the Eyes of Sam Hood and 
His Studio 1925-1950 at the State Library of New South Wales in 1991. 
21 The headline in a Thai newspaper celebrating Waddell’s exploits. 
22 http://www.walksydneystreets.net/  
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23 Alan Waddell died, aged 94, in 2008. 
24 http://www.52suburbs.com 
25 Lennon was dubbed ‘Wagga’s Answer to Max Dupain’ in a press release for a retrospective, 
Not Just Black and White: The Life and Images of Tom Lennon, at the Museum of the Riverina in 
Wagga, 2008-09.   
26Lennon’s father was a local greengrocer and wine merchant. The photographer’s two-storey 
corner terrace studio premises was (until vacated in 2011) a commercial photographic outlet.  
27 http://archivesoutside.records.nsw.gov.au/tom-lennon-photographic-collection/ (accessed 12 
September 2010). 
28 http://www.flickr.com/photos/powerhouse_museum/sets/7215761650292063 (accessed 10 
September 2010). 
29 Kodak’s memorable, revolutionary slogan was ‘you press the button, we do the rest’. 
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31 http://bulbphotography.com (accessed 10 November 2009). 
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David Watson’s route north-west, crossing the Parramatta River  
into Wallumetta, 2006 
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Chapter 6|Wallumetta  
 
Loping off Gladesville Bridge and setting foot for the first time on ‘the other side’, 
upon Wallumetta, the lands once roamed by the clans of the Wallumedegal, is 
today a salutary – at once strange and celebratory – experience.1  
 
 
David Watson, Trayosaurus, 2007 
 
A capacious triangular ‘traffic island’, perhaps 100 metres deep, and well-
endowed with native trees, splits five spewing lanes of traffic: two thunder north 
across Tarban Creek towards Hunters Hill, whilst Victoria Road veers left toward 
Henley and Gladesville. By Volkswagen, Valiant and Volvo I had navigated west 
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in the lee of this grey-green isle and returned toward the city via arcing concrete 
feeder lanes to starboard, at least a thousand times, dreaming of its uncharted 
secrets. Might there be flora and fauna unique to its carbon-enhanced 
environment, which have lived undisturbed there, slowly evolving, for 50 years? 
Might there be treasure? Perhaps signs of habitation – charcoal, for example – or 
traces of food/clothing? Even fossils?  
 
 
David Watson, Vodka Cruiser, 2007 
 
At last – unencumbered, nimble, on foot – I am able to attempt the dangerous, 
surely illegal crossing. Clearing the lowish guard-rail with an elegant ‘scissor’, I 
land on light grey tarmac, then crouch and sprint, in the welcome slipstream of a 
Linfox lorry, for those kerbed and glinting, lightly littered shores. On the island my 
first discovery is a discarded (and empty) wallet. Although unable to identify any 
human footprint, or sign of recent habitation, a civilisation of sorts once evidently 
thrived hereabouts. Still-legible plastics with healthy half-lives lie strewn to all 
 188 
points of the compass; beyond the constant thrum of the bridge-traffic fading 
logos and half-forgotten jingles struggle to be heard. There’s something calming, 
pleasing about being here in this product graveyard, in bearing witness to the 
demise of such once-estimable brands as Dunhill and Sunnyboy.  
 
Sydney artist Lucas Ihlein is another who divines possibility in, even comfort 
from, what Iain Sinclair has described as the ‘unconsidered bounty of 
disregarded verges’,2 from the ubiquitous but often-overlooked traffic island. 
Garbage Map (overleaf), lhlein’s contemporary suburban stocktake, his quasi-
archaeological classification of detritus located on an Adelaide traffic island, is 
simultaneously horrifying, magical and fond. On his island a Double Quarter 
Pounder Packet, a Uni-TAB ticket, a fragment of Gloria Jean’s coffee cup, a Four 
Seasons condom packet (purple, tighter fitting), a squished Nokia mobile phone 
battery, and 50 other tiny consumer clues, refugees and discards mingle 
unselfconsciously with trees, lighting and signage. Such shards, their lived 
associations, their local poetics, their memory and interpretation, join with legions 
of other sights unseen, unsmelt, unappreciated by those who chose automotive 
over pedestrian conveyance.  
 
On his garbage map Ihlein also clearly marks two Embarrassment Zones, 
reminding us perhaps that however much we might enjoy the frisson, the 
unexpected power of found objects, of detritus underfoot, there is also always 
room for a little red-faced shame, when it comes to littering. Especially when the 
carelessness which littering implies begins to pervade one’s entire island? 
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Lucas Ihlein, Garbage Map, 2006 
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As production and consumption have ballooned in concert with urban populations 
across the globe, and disposal and recycling have heralded major environmental 
headaches and opportunities, a trove of object-related cross-disciplinary writing 
and scholarship has emerged. Once the preserve of archaeology and art history, 
objects, together with their damaged or decaying cousins ‘detritus’, are today 
interrogated more broadly as ‘material culture’. Whilst for some archaeologists 
the destruction and decay of objects remains imbued with undesirable 
connotations (e.g. the distortion of an archaeological ‘record’ which may hinder 
the precise reconstruction of past social life),3 artists have gloried for a century or 
more in the discovery and re-deployment of objets trouvés,4 in the surreal 
possibility and poetry of treasured and discarded ‘things’.5 However, more 
recently, with products seen increasingly as the source of many of our 
environmental problems6 – from pollution and deforestation to species loss and 
global warming – objects have come to be regarded more warily. Artists have not 
been alone in approaching the terrain with added cynicism.7  
 
In Substance, Memory, Display: Archaeology and Art (2004), British archeologist 
and author Joshua Pollard, for example, notes:   
 Just as human death might be inextricably linked with physical, symbolic or 
 spiritual regeneration, so too might that of materials; as seen through 
 processes  of recycling, for example. There are also cathartic properties to 
 the destruction and riddance of those things that carry with them an ‘excess’ 
 of unfavourable associations.8 
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Unexpectedly, although armed with a camera, I was finding on my walk that quite 
often a momentary mood or back story was best expressed in the contorted 
colour and form, the battered visage of a bottle-top or cracked and flattened 
shard of plastic deposited in the gutter or prised adeptly from the living, snarling 
bitumen. A seemingly serendipitous but increasingly research-inflected selection 
of objects, carefully stowed in pocket or rucksack, thus began to accompany and 
enrich my every step. I had unwittingly embarked upon what Pollard refers to as 
an art practice ‘which engage(s) with the mutable potential of materials… 
creating an intellectual space in which to think through the materialness of 
human and artefact existence’, inviting new narratives.9 
  
 
 
David Watson, Pure Merino, 2007 
 
This bottle cap, for example, discovered on Victoria Road at a time when I was 
researching the grand colonial families of the Parramatta River corridor, conjures 
instantly for me the privilege and certainty, the eventual eroding wealth and 
power of a 19th-century ‘pure merino’ Sydney patriarch.10 Like people, material 
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objects also have their own life stories.11 Each object (no matter its condition) 
has, for example, a moment of conception (its invention, design), a distinct 
chemistry, colouring and place of birth (its manufacture), relationships with other 
objects and sentient beings (an ant or curious possum, for example) and as a 
rule a utility, an everyday social engagement with humans, including successive 
owners, collectors, even lovers. These are secret lives largely unplumbed by and 
unknown to most of our species. Artists, with access to a rich set of  
representational tools, like irony, allegory, and humour,12 have fortunately long 
understood the productive and generative potential of breakage and decay, and 
that ‘the breaking down of objects and substances frees them from the binding 
conventions of categorization and allows their recombination in new and hybrid 
forms.’13 Thus deep within Pollard’s ‘excess’ of unfavourable associations, smack 
bang in the middle of the ‘Hidden Ugliness of an Ordinary Day’,14 even on a 
municipal traffic island might be located primitive charms, amulets and an elusive 
smile. 
 
 
David Watson, Red Head, 2008 
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Sydney academic, author, walker and Zen master Susan Murphy (once, long 
ago, the filmmaker Susan Dermody) writes of the mindfulness achievable still in a 
21st-century city – ‘in the hermitage of the everyday’15 – and of the ducking, 
weaving and deceleration required if we are to feel free not to take, but to be 
taken by a journey:16   
 The pace of botanising – drifting, following no plan, letting things find the 
 interest in you – allows the trance of looking and noticing to overtake your 
 errand, your small sense of self-importance; and this is the pace in which the 
 inventory of loved things has a chance to grow.17   
 
As evidence perhaps of my own slowing step, unscheduled mindfulness and 
burgeoning regard for rubbish, I found myself adopting a considered collecting 
procedure: once I had stooped to grasp any small piece of strewn detritus, even 
for examination, that object became my property; if at a subsequent time I 
decided not to keep the object, I was to dispose of it thoughtfully via the most 
appropriate municipal recycling facility rather than returning it to the wild.   
 
I worried sometimes more broadly that the picking up and pocketing of any object 
(and certainly the denial of its return to the wild) was cruel, in that it potentially 
broke up the party – which a piece of plastic, for instance, might have been 
enjoying by the roadside with a couple of tatty old bits of styrofoam cup – but 
when I remembered Ian Kiernan and all that his Clean Up Australia campaign 
had achieved, I felt slowly and surely less wretched.18  
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Unknown photographer, Pedestrian flyover, 
 Victoria Road, Huntleys Point, 1964 
 
Few Sydney suburban flyovers are as poetic, as aesthetically pleasing as the 
pedestrian bridge under which one passes by car heading west off Gladesville 
Bridge toward Riverside Girls High. Seen here under construction in 1964, its 
sinuous line belies the fact that is cast in concrete. Free of handrails and the like, 
its form brings to mind not only the modernist sculptor Brancusi, but a strand of 
swooping US freeway ‘spaghetti’, post-war aeronautics and the wondrous 
intergalactic set-design of Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey.19 Once the 
flyover’s match-like concrete supports are (visually) removed, its outline is 
redolent, too, of a hunting boomerang. Whichever way we regard it, there is 
something a little disturbing, a little mythological about this on-the-face-of-it 
benign medium-format construction shot, gleaned from the RTA’s online image 
archive.  
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David Watson, WE ARE A SOCIETY NOT JUST AN ECONOMY, 2007 
 
As I walk, a Federal election looms large, especially here in Huntleys Point, close 
to the bellwether seat of Bennelong. So highly fuelled is the debate, so important 
the outcome, after 11 years of John Howard’s Coalition rule, that even that 
normally restrained and purely informational tool, the school noticeboard, has 
been subconded to the ideological fray. This unequivocal anti-Howard message, 
on display to hundreds of thousands of daily commuters on Victoria Road in late 
2007, would doubtless have ruffled a few parental feathers across these 
increasingly conservative contours.   
 
Part of the district known as Blandville since the 1830s, the area surrounding this 
once heavily wooded waterfront point was known as Tarban until residents voted 
to re-name their suburb Huntleys Point in 2002. Tarban Creek, a minor harbour 
tributary just to the north, retains the name, which is thought to be aboriginal. 
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Today, nestled in separate pockets off Victoria Road, the area’s smallish local 
sub-districts of Huntleys Cove, Huntleys Point and Henley share the 2111 
postcode of their better-known neighbour Gladesville. 
 
 
 
George Baron Goodman, Dr William Bland, 1845 
 
In a bizarre twist of photographic history (of particular interest perhaps only to 
photomedia researchers attempting to ‘un-bland’ their country by resuscitating 
local layers) I discover that this 1845 daguerreotype portrait of Dr William Bland, 
after whom the area was named, is today Australia’s oldest extant photograph.20 
Although a city resident, Bland owned substantial acreage in the vicinity. His 
portrait was taken by George Baron Goodman, Australia’s first photographer 
who, having introduced Daguerre’s invention to the colony in 1842, subsequently 
set up a permanent studio in Hunter Street.21 Goodman kept Bland’s portrait for 
display purposes, to convince others to be immortalised; although his 
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daguerreotype’s ‘cost less than … a new hat or a box at the theatre’,22 his 
clientele would have been those same few thousand well-heeled Sydney citizens 
who could afford painted likenesses.23 At the time William Bland was a well-
known naval surgeon, humanitarian and social reformer, with a tumultuous past; 
he had been stripped of his rank and transported to New South Wales after killing 
a man in a duel in 1813. After serving his seven-year sentence, Bland stayed in 
Australia, made his fortune, and began agitating, with others, for independent 
government. In 1843, a year after the British granted New South Wales its own 
Parliament, Bland was voted representative of Sydney in Australia’s first 
democratic election.24  
 
Thus, around the time it became possible to develop and to fix a photographic 
portrait, to capture oneself and all that one represented – to assert swift visual 
dominion – the wild areas which ringed Australia’s burgeoning cities began their 
development.25 Lands which for tens of thousands of years had not been fenced, 
fixed or individually owned were claimed, named, captured, shot and framed, 
both physically and metaphorically. Ridges and rivulets were tamed, natives 
dispersed. Here in Blandville (accessible most easily by boat) lonely land 
holdings were slowly ‘improved’ as English-style farming and fruit-growing took 
root. Soon bridges were built, roads forged. Concurrently, lighter equipment and 
faster chemistry enabled photography to move beyond the props, drapes and 
neck braces of the studio, and, as both travel and exposure times quickened, 
inexpensive photographic ‘views’ provided new and more broadly accessible 
means to calibrate, sanctify and celebrate Anglo drive, industry and ownership.  
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So complete and comfortable are the bricks and mortar, the safely kerbed and 
guttered residential footprints as one crosses the Gladesville Bridge today, that it 
is easy to forget that it is only a century and a half since these bland once primal 
lands were opened up and imaged. 
 
 
David Watson, Sealy Posturepedic [found mattress], 2007 
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